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PREFACE 


This study of the rabbinic heretics who believed in “two powers in 
heaven” began as a dissertation at Yale. The advantage of the topic, 
as Professors Goldin, Dahl, and I discussed it, was that it allowed me 
to explore some relationships between rabbinic Judaism, Merkabah 
mysticism, and early Christianity without becoming overly dependent 
on the complicated and uncharted Merkabah texts. Ironically, what 
seemed like a neat and carefully defined problem soon expanded in 
an almost unforeseen direction. It became clear that “two powers in 
heaven” was a very early category of heresy, earlier than Jesus, if Philo 
is a trustworthy witness, and one of the basic categories by which the 
rabbis perceived the new phenomenon of Christianity. It was one of 
the central issues over which the two religions separated. Furthermore, 
the reports of heresy began to clarify how gnosticism, Judaism, and 
Christianity related—a problem which has vexed scholarship for more 
than a century. 

That systematic study of the reports of “two powers” in rabbinic 
literature might yield some interesting clues about the history of 
mysticism, gnosticism, and Christianity was not a total surprise. Prev¬ 
ious scholarship had identified the heretics inconclusively as gnostics 
and Christians. The work of Gershom Scholem had emphasized a 
relationship to early Merkabah mysticism. Not unexpectedly, the sources 
showed that some mysticism and apocalypticism, as well as Christianity 
and gnosticism, were seen as “two powers” heretics by the rabbis. The 
key factor was not that all qualified as heresy but that, with prudent 
dating of the stages of the traditions, the development of the heresy 
could be reconstructed. 

Dating the rabbinic reports was the most complicated problem. It 
depended on methods developed in New Testament scholarship for 
dating the sayings of Jesus. While the use of form criticism and 
tradition history has grown quite sophisticated in New Testament 
studies, Jewish scholars have been slower to pick up the methods. 
Jacob Neusner has consistently championed the use of form criticism 
and tradition history in Judaism. This study was influenced by his 
opinions but the application to the field of rabbinic polemic (where 
extra-rabbinic sources can be used for dating) has not been tried 
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before. Due to the analogous task, the examples and experience of 
scholars trying to define the opponents of Paul were also useful. 

Though it was difficult to date the rabbinic traditions accurately in 
many cases, the results showed that the earliest heretics believed in two 
complementary powers in heaven while only later could heretics be 
shown to believe in two opposing powers in heaven. The extra-rabbinic 
evidence allowed the conclusion that the traditions were earlier than 
the first century. Furthermore, in comparing the literature, it was pos¬ 
sible to define a number of dangerous scriptural interpretations central 
to the heresy and show how the rabbis countered them by bringing in 
other scriptures which unambiguously stated God’s unity. From this 
evidence it became clear that the basic heresy involved interpreting 
scripture to say that a principal angelic or hypostatic manifestation in 
heaven was equivalent to God. This heresy was combatted by the rabbis 
with verses from Deuteronomy and Isaiah which emphasized God’s 
unity. 

Common sense tells us to expect discussions of monotheism in 
rabbinic Judaism. After all, strict monotheism has been one of the 
central characteristics of Judaism throughout the ages. However, rab¬ 
binic literature, unlike Greco-Roman Jewish literature, does not often 
discuss theology directly. Most scholars, noting the lack of attention 
to theology in rabbinic writings, emphasize the rabbinic interest in 
“orthopraxy” rather than “orthodoxy.” A few have even suggested 
that there was no concept of orthodoxy in rabbinic Judaism. Part of 
the importance of these reports about “two powers in heaven” is that 
they show us that the rabbis, in common with their brethren in the 
diaspora, were concerned about the theological and orthodox center of 
Judaism when other sectarian groups of their day seemed willing to 
compromise Judaism’s integrity. This study gives us actual evidence 
of one of the central issues around which rabbinic orthodoxy formed. 

Besides the obvious relevance of these findings for understanding 
the rabbinic movement, this study has ramifications for Christian 
historians in two important areas: (1) the development of christology 
and (2) the rise of gnosticism. On the subject of christology, the 
rabbinic information emphasizes the scriptural basis for christological 
discussion. According to rabbinic description, it does not seem necessary 
to believe that early Christians merely associated Jesus with some pre¬ 
existent savior model who came equipped with a fixed title and job 
description. Rather, it appears that the debate between Christianity 
and Judaism proceeded partially on midrashic or exegetical lines. 
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Ambiguous passages in scripture were clarified by each side of the 
debate through the use of other scriptural passages which mentioned 
the same vocabulary or concept. Consequently, this study supports a 
growing number of New Testament scholars who do not feel the need 
to postulate a pre-Christian “son of man” redeemer figure with which 
Jesus was identified. The character of the rabbinic debate makes it 
possible to see christology build through exegesis rather than through 
hypothetical, pre-existent titles. Christians, believing in his translation 
to heaven, could have applied to Jesus a number of passages describing 
either God’s principal angel or some other divine but anthropomorphic 
manifestation described in Israel’s scriptures. There is no need to 
postulate a previous title “son of man” or even outline a complete model 
of the figure. The unity could easily have been achieved in applying 
all the different traditions to Jesus. The title would then emerge 
later, as a result of the exegesis. To be sure, the New Testament never 
calls the Christ an angel and clearly argues that Jesus is higher than 
the angels. But, insistence on divine perquisites for God’s principal 
assistant was apparently not unique to Christianity and became exactly 
the detail which put Christianity in the category of heresy from the 
rabbinic perspective. 

The second area in which “two powers in heaven” traditions in 
rabbinic literature offer some clarification is in the history of gnosticism. 
Here we are on less speculative ground than when trying to understand 
the earliest christologies. It turned out that gnosticism picked up several 
of the heretical Bible exegeses of earlier “two powers” heretics. The 
gnostic interpretation of God’s principal angel was a specialized answer 
against the rabbinic attack. The rabbis had pointed out that God said 
“There is no God but me” (as in Dt. 32:39, .Is. 44-47, etc.). The 
gnostics invented a mythical scene in which those scriptures could 
have been said, yet not be evidence against gnosticism. They claimed 
that the God of the Jews said He was unique but He was an ignorant 
and limited God. In claiming this, they reserved half of the texts 
characteristic of the principal angelic mediator for their gnostic re¬ 
deemer while attributing the other half to the evil demiurge who was 
the god of the Jews but not the author of salvation. This stage in the 
debate can only be traced to the second century and logically pre¬ 
supposes the earlier stages. Therefore it comes later than the debate 
in which Christianity participated. From the rabbinic perspective, both 
Christianity and gnosticism were virulent and vituperative varieties of 
“two powers” heresy but the heresy with a complementary divine 
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economy arose earlier than the heresy with an opposing one. This 
evidence gives limited and disinterested support to the church fathers’ 
contention that gnosticism arose later than Christianity. But it further 
implies that both Christianity and gnosticism arose out of Hellenistic 
and apocalyptic Judaism by sharing heretical traditions of scripture 
interpretation which speculated on a principal angelic mediator of God. 

As I said, the inquiry has had ramifications quite far removed from 
the rabbinic material. I am not so naive to think that my conclusions 
about christology or the rise of gnosticism can be accepted without 
comment by people more specialized in these fields. Nor was that 
my desire. Rather, I only outlined enough of these specialized fields 
to date the rabbinic material and to suggest the relationship of the 
rabbinic texts to Christian history. Hopefully, I learned enough of the 
characteristics of these disparate bodies of text to stimulate constructive 
rather than destructive criticism. I realize that no single individual 
or body of material can fully explain this most complex and difficult 
period of history. The important thing, I think, is to perceive the 
relevance of the rabbinic material for solving traditional problems of 
New Testament and gnostic scholarship, even while maintaining the 
necessity of reading those literatures for dating rabbinic material. 
That rabbinic and Christian communities interacted antagonistically is 
an obvious and unfortunate part of centuries of Western history. This 
study has shown me that, ironically, in spite of the enmity, the witness 
of each community is necessary for understanding the history of the 
other. 

Since this book started as a dissertation I have had the advantage 
of much significant advice. Anyone familiar with the study of Hellen¬ 
istic Judaism or New Testament scholarship will recognize the debt 
I owe to Professor N. A. Dahl. I have cited his works when specifically 
relevant but his insight and knowledge extend far beyond explicit 
citation. His direction and encouragement underlie the whole. I also 
owe a debt of gratitude to many scholars who served as my advisers. 
Professor Judah Goldin, who served as co-director of the dissertation 
while he remained at Yale, was a considerable help. Professor Sid 
Leiman was a constant adviser throughout the research and writing. 
He was especially generous with his time and patience in commenting 
on the rabbinic evidence. I have also received much helpful direction 
from my colleagues and teachers at Princeton and Yale. Wayne Meeks 
and Rowan Greer read the manuscript when submitted for the degree 
in December 1975. I have tried to profit from their comments in 
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revising for publication. Gilles Quispel, Jarl Fossum, Elaine Pagels, 
Ithamar Gruenwald, Donald Juel, John Gager, Richard Sarason, 
Matthew Black, and Jacob Neusner kindly read parts of the dissertation 
and offered suggestions for improvements. However my abilities are 
judged, these scholars have made theirs freely available to me. 

I owe many people thanks for helping in the production of the 
manuscript. My wife, Meryl, aided me at several crucial moments even 
while her own career continued to make its normal demands on her. 
Beverly Jones and Lorraine Fuhrmann have been extraordinarily per¬ 
severing typists while Elaine Mustain, though she also helped with the 
typing, should properly be considered an editor, since she both read 
critically and offered trained suggestions about the text. Particular 
thanks goes to Jenny Lehmann at Princeton’s computer center, who 
adapted an indexing program to my needs, and to Len Galla, who 
helped me enter the data. 

I would also like to express special gratitude to the institutions who 
granted me stipends for my research. The Memorial Foundation for 
Jewish Culture helped to defray part of the costs of typing and binding 
the dissertation. The Princeton University Committee on Research 
in the Humanities and Social Science helped pay for typing and binding 
towards publication and made a generous grant subsidizing the printing. 
A further grant to subsidize publication was made by the Max Richter 
Foundation. 


Princeton, New Jersey 
March 23, 1976 
Adar 21 5736 


Alan F. Segal 
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CHAPTER ONE 


TWO POWERS IN HEAVEN 

The History and Importance of the Problem 

The intention of this book is to collect and examine the rabbinic 
reports about the heresy of “two powers in heaven” and to identify the 
proponents of the heresy. Such a task will impress most readers as 
abstruse. What interest can there be in such an obscure group of 
heretics within the early rabbinic movement? This book will attempt to 
answer that question. My study has convinced me that reports of these 
heretics (in the talmudic and midrashic literature of roughly the first 
six centuries of our era) are of considerable relevance for any student 
of late Hellenistic religion, especially for those interested in Christ¬ 
ianity during the first crucial centuries of its growth. 

That is no small claim. Anyone familiar with the quantity of material 
written in the fields of Christian origins and early Judaism has the 
right to be skeptical of claims to novelty. Surely every shred of evidence 
in traditional bodies of material has been studied and noted already! 
Even the heretics who believed in “two powers in heaven” have been 
discussed several times in scholarly literature. Nor has their significance 
been entirely missed. The sectarians have been identified, albeit in¬ 
conclusively, both as gnostics 1 and as Christians. Of course, were it 
established that the rabbinic reports dealt with one or the other of the 
groups, the reports about “two powers” would be unmistakably sig¬ 
nificant. Any new piece of evidence about the behavior of early Christ¬ 
ianity would help us understand its cloudy beginnings as a movement. 
But what has continued to keep this peculiar rabbinic heresy obscure 


1 By gnosticism, I mean primarily that religion of salvation in late antiquity which 
posited an evil secondary god who created this world, making it impossible for any 
but the elect, by virtue of their knowledge ( gnosis ) of the high god to find salvation. 
Gnosticism is the extreme form of a much broader trend in the centuries immediately 
surrounding Jesus’ life. Social alienation, pessimism, other worldliness, secret societies, 
all may be loosely described as gnostic. But, for reasons which will soon grow 
apparent, anti-cosmic dualism will be taken as the primary criterion separating the 
phenomenon of gnosis and the movement of gnosticism. See Yamauchi, Pre-Christian 
Gnosticism , pp. 13-28 for a discussion of the problems in defining gnosticism. (Full 
references for frequently cited works can be found in the list of abbreviations, p. xv f.) 
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is lack of firm proof that the term “two powers in heaven” referred 
either to Christians or to gnostics exclusively (as if they were separate 
movements!) compounded by a great deal of confusion about what the 
heretical doctrine was. 

Unfortunately, I cannot claim to have identified the heretics in 
every case. In fact, many of my remarks will be cautionary—showing 
that an earlier scholar’s identification of a report of "two powers” 
either as Christian or as gnostic cannot be firmly maintained. However, 
in one very early, very important text I can identify one group as the 
indicated heresy by excluding the others. This has significant implica¬ 
tions for our understanding of the first century. More often, I will 
try to show that both Christians and gnostics (and others as well) 
became the targets of the particular rabbinic polemic which the title 
“two powers” denoted. Previous studies have tended to make identifi¬ 
cations casually, so even negative conclusions or mixed conclusions 
will be significant. It would also be significant to demonstrate that the 
rabbis put Christianity and gnosticism in the same category to argue 
against them. Furthermore there is new evidence suggesting that 
Christians and gnostics were not the only targets for the title of 
"two powers” heretics. I will try to show where the reports can be 
related to other groups, whose lives or writings can be more firmly 
dated than the rabbinic tradition. Whenever it is possible to isolate 
reports and date them (a constant concern throughout the paper) 
I will try to sketch out a history of the various heresies in Judaism 
which, in turn, may illuminate the darkness regarding the origins 
of Christianity and gnosticism. 

Needless to say, if the problem of the "two powers” heresy could 
be solved in a straightforward manner, it would already have been 
solved. However, writers like the Christian heresiologists, who com¬ 
posed special tracts against their enemies, were rare, and an intel¬ 
lectual like Origen, who actually quoted his opponent copiously, was 
unique. The rabbis stuck closer to a more effective procedure of their 
day for dealing with opponents—allusion and polemic. They did little 
to characterize their enemies, especially when to do so would have had 
the effect of spreading the error further. Such an exercise would have 
impressed them as unwittingly publicizing evil or, as they would have 
said, as “an opening of the mouth for Satan.” Consequently, identifying 
any of the opponents of the rabbis in rabbinical texts is still a vexing 
problem. 

We must realize that problems abound even in the definition and 
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etymology of the rabbinic word for “sectarian” or “heretic.” (Hebrew 
“mm'\ pi. “ minim ’’). 2 In English the words "sectarian” and “heretic” 
express different degrees of disapproval and social distance. A sectarian 
is probably best described as a disapproved rival among many factions 
within the parent group, while a heretic is someone who began in the 
parent group but who has put himself beyond the pale with respect 
to some canon of orthodoxy. The transition between “sectarian” and 
“heretic” in rabbinic literature would have been apparent only when 
rabbinic Judaism was acknowledged to have become “normative.” Un¬ 
fortunately, there is no scholarly consensus about when rabbinic thought 
became orthodox. Furthermore the rabbis assume that their interpre¬ 
tation of Judaism was always orthodox and never distinguish dearly 
between “sectarians” and “heretics.” So far as they were concerned, 
any interpretation not part of their accepted community was “heretical” 
though there was certainly a time when non-pharisaic interpretations 
were only “sectarian.” 

This is what one would expect generally in long conflicts within 
a community. Since any community includes people who may share 
only a few important norms and mutual connections, not every argu¬ 
ment is grounds for fission. Rather, when a crisis arises, a period of 
debate takes place when the issues are clarified. New authority may 
develop to deal with the crisis. Temporary sanctions may be applied to 
warn the heretics of their behavior. Only at the end of a long process 
of definition will the heresy grow clear. However, after the limit has 
been set, the past history of the issue may be seen in much less ambi¬ 
guous light. Once the end point is known the development takes on a 
different aspect. 


- Min ~ heretic seems to have no convincing antecedents in Biblical Hebrew. 
Joel, Bl'tcke , II, p. 71, derived it from M D MYN (believer, like pistos), which seems 
improbable. For a complete bibliography and discussion of the problems, see Flbogen, 
p. 36, Simon, Verus Israel, p. 217 f. and G. Hoennecke in the appendix to his study 
J uden-Christentum, p. 398. Levy, NHW, III, lOda derived the term from the arabic 
root meaning to lie, speak falsely, by comparing it with the assumed etymology of 
the Syriac, mania. However, mania is equally likely to have been a loan word from 
the Greek, meaning “madness.” Herford, p. 362 suggested that the word came from 
a root shared by Hebrew and Aramaic ( min in Hebrew, ZN in Aramaic). The word 
is associated with the Hebrew word, ZNH meaning “to commit adultery.” Bacher’s 
suggestion seems the most plausible to me. He derived the word from the Hebrew, 
MYN, meaning “kind” or “species,” or “sex,” From this it acquired the secondary 
sense of “sect.” Finally, in rabbinic literature it became the word describing a member 
of that sect—a development paralleled by the word “GWY,” which meant “nation” 
in Biblical Hebrew but evolved the meaning of “gentile” in rabbinic Hebrew. The 
double entendre that Herford noticed would hold in any case. 
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What we know about the rabbinic period seems to follow this 
general model. The standard, rabbinic modes of expulsion—HRM and 
NDWY—do not seem to have been formalized in the first and second 
centuries. 3 At least, we do not have good evidence to suppose their 
use against the minim. However, the process of exclusion was certainly 
well underway by the time of the Mishnah’s codification (200 C.E.) 
for the Mishnah prohibits the leader of the service from saying certain 
benedictions associated with the minim. 4 Since the instrument of 
expulsion is liturgical in this case, perhaps we may trace the process 
back to the Yavnean community where Gamaliel (about 80-115) 
ordered Samuel the Small to compose a “benediction” against the 
minim. 5 This would have made participation in synagogue services 
impossible for anyone identifying himself as a min. Though the tradi¬ 
tion is from a later source and may have been embellished in many 
respects, such a development would not be unexpected in the Yavnean 
community, which had to deal with the problem of understanding 
what the term “Jew” was to mean after the temple was destroyed. 
Therefore we are dealing with a definition of the limits of Judaism 
which developed over the time and which may not have reached 
uniform practice until the very end of the second century. 

Logically, one would think that a non-Jew would qualify neither 
as a sectarian nor as a heretic. Unfortunately, strict logic does not apply 
to the situation. There is a certain amount of evidence that the rabbis 
occasionally used the word “min" loosely to describe gentiles whose 
beliefs and practices resembled the Jewish heresy under consideration. 

One thing is certain. The earlier scholarly attempt to identify the 
minim as a single group was misled. 6 A variety of Jewish sectarian 
groups fell heir to the rabbinic designation, min. Depending on the 
context and epoch in which the specific tradition arose, min could refer 


See Goeran Forkman, The Limits of the Religious Community: Expulsion from 
the Religious Community within the Qumnm Sect, within Rabbinic Judaism and within 
Primitive Christianity (Lund: 1972). He relies on the work of C. H. Hunzinger, 
Die jiidische Bannpraxis im neutestamentlichen Zeitalter (Gottingen: 1954) and J. E. 
Mignard, Jewish and Christian Cultic Discipline to the Middle of the Second Century 
(Boston: 1966). 

1 See p. 98 f. 

r > See Berakhoth 28b. An original reference to minim in the “blessing” is generally 
conceded even though the contemporary liturgy has omitted the phrase. It can be 
reconstructed from versions in the Cairo Geniza. See F.lbogen, p. 37 f. 

6 Herford (p. 17 f.) tried to identify min with Christian but that is overly-simple, 
as will become apparent. 
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to Samaritan, Sadducee, gnostic, Judeo-Christian, and many others. 7 
This contributes to much of the confusion in identifying heretical 
groups and makes the careful determination of the place and date of 
the rabbinic traditions all the more important. Furthermore, in order 
to identify the various sectarian groups, one must also identify the 
heretical doctrine espoused by those groups and find evidence that the 
doctrine can be clearly associated with an historical group at the time 
the rabbinic tradition arose. 

Those heretics who believed in “two powers in heaven” present a 
more promising target in the identification of sectarian groups than 
do other heresies, because some kind of dualistic doctrine is inherent 
in the rabbinic designation. However, as we have seen, that definition 
of dualism must be broad enough to include Christianity as a referent. 
At its beginning, Christianity was rather more “binitarian” than trini¬ 
tarian, emphasizing only Christ and the Father as God. Since Christ¬ 
ianity has been suggested as a candidate for the heresy by scholars, 
we must be prepared to allow that the “two powers in heaven” were 
complementary instead of opposing deities as one normally expects. 
The heresy may have been “binitarianism” or “ditheism” depending 
on the perspective of the speaker, but not necessarily opposing dualism. 
Thus, propounding a strict definition of the heresy before looking at 
the evidence will be impossible. Instead I will continue to call the 
heresy “two powers in heaven” as the rabbis did. 8 


7 According to j. Sanh. 10:5, there were 24 different kinds of minim at the 
destruction of the Temple. While the number “twenty four” must be purely con¬ 
ventional, it illustrates the complexities in identifying sectarian groups. The “min * 
who derided Alexander the Great for rising before the Jewish High Priest, thus 
showing him deference (Lev. R. xiii), is usually identified as a Samaritan, because 
Samaritans are reported in other legends to have criticized the Jews before Alexander. 
Ber. 9:5 refers to the institution of a benediction with the words “from eternity to 
eternity” which has been taken as a counter-measure against the Sadducees who 
rejected the concept of resurrection. A variety of Jewish Christians or gnostics have 
been seen as the opponents of the rabbis in b. Sanh. 39b. See JE, VIII, 595 for 
examples of these conventional identifications. S. M. Wagner has attempted to define 
several categories of deviation in rabbinic writings in Religious Non-Conformity in 
Ancient Jewish Life. Unpub. dissertation, Yeshiva University, 1964. However, the 
terms may have changed in meaning over their long history of use in tannaitic and 
amoraic literature. 

8 The ambiguous translation “two powers in heaven” has been maintained with the 
knowledge that the Hebrew term is only approximated by the English “power.” Its 
different meanings should perhaps be noted at the outset. From the root R-5-Y, it has 
the general sense of power of disposal, permission, authority. In detail, it means the 
right of possession to something (see Foerster, TDNT, “exousia" 565 for examples) 
the authority of commission, the right or the freedom to do something, as heirs and 
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Of course, most rabbinic passages just use "two powers” and assume 
the reader will know what it means. Only a few passages in rabbinic 
literature actually elaborate on the subject of "two powers in heaven,” 
and even these few passages define it from a confusing variety of 
perspectives. Some of the passages treat "two powers in heaven” as one 
category of heretical doctrine. Sifre Dt. 329, for instance, mentions 
those who believe in “no power in heaven,” followed by those who 
believe in “two powers in heaven,” and finally, those who believe 


descendants at law (in Ket., 9:5; a divorced women in Ned. 10:3; the marriage Ned. 
10:3 etc.). 

When contrasted with HWBH (obligatory) it means “optional” or “recommended” 
or “voluntary.” It can mean “power” in the sense of “capability” or “ability,” as when 
someone is able to move himself voluntarily, under his own power. 

However, since the more normal word for power in the sense of “capability” is 
KH, RSWT should be distinguished as power in the sense of “authority” as when a 
piece of land is within the power of a person or community. Indeed, the terms does 
have many legal ramifications, in the fixing of limits on property rights and obliga¬ 
tions. Accordingly, STY RSWYWT BSMYM has often been taken to mean “two 
dominions in heaven.” I use the more ambiguous term “power” because the texts 
show that dominion is not its primary meaning. Rather, as I will show in reference 
to the Greek understanding of the term “authority,” R§WT often has the implication 
of a figure or person and means authority in the sense that the figure has capability 
independent of God. Indeed, “two gods” is a common synonym. 

The implication of “personage” may clearly be seen in the New Testament use 
of the word. In Greek, dynamis (power, capability) and exousia (power, authority) 
may be synonymous (see Liddell-Scott, TDNT). The LXX often translates MLKWT 
(dominion) as exousia or dynamis , though sometimes with other words as well. 
Strictly speaking, dynamis would imply an impersonal power when predicated of 
deity whereas exousia would imply a personal power. However, these distinctions 
become clouded in Hellenistic Jewish texts where the dynamis of the deity is some¬ 
times hypostatised as a separate person. (Grundmann, dynamis TDNT , II, 295). Thus 
the exercise of God’s power may be personified in the forces of angels who bear 
different names, such as archai, kyriotetes, eklektoi, exousiai, thronoi, dynamets, (Cf., 
Bertholdt Stade, Theologie des A.T. y I (19H) 375, for examples). The Hebrew word 
and the NT usage of exousia seem parallel except in matters where the NT theolo¬ 
gically differs from rabbinic discussions. (Foerster, TDNT). In the NT, exousia may 
also mean the power of Satan, though it is sometimes seen as a derivative of God's 
power. In relation to Jesus, where it denotes his divinely given power and authority 
to act, it goes beyond rabbinic theology where only God can act independently in the 
heavenly realm, and thus gives credence to the rabbinic use as a charge against 
Christian heretics. In Christianity, it may also be used for the authority imparted 
to the church. (Foerster, op. cit . for examples.) Then too, the NT uses exousia, 
together with archai, dynameis, and kyriotetes to describe supernatural beings. 

It is clear that what the rabbis objected to was not other heavenly beings. They too 
told stories about angels. However, they were particularly scrupulous to avoid the 
connotation that any heavenly being could exercise independent authority and every 
detail in characterizing a heavenly being's personality made that danger more real. 
It will become clear, then, that the rabbis will object to “two powers” heresy because 
they view it as a “two authorities” theology. 
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that God has “neither the power to kill nor to preserve.” Of course, 
the categories for defining the heretics lack consistency. The expected 
parallel—many powers in heaven—does not appear here though it is 
attested elsewhere. The third group is defined in different categories 
than the first and second. The reason for this is that the rabbinic 
source is primarily concerned with the exegesis of the scripture under 
consideration—Dt. 32:39—which turns out to be a powerful argument 
against heretics. It is only secondarily concerned with categories of 
doctrine. Throughout the paper considerable attention will be devoted 
to the pattern of scriptural citation because the scriptural supports 
for heresy and orthodoxy were of primary importance to the rabbis. 
Their attention to scripture will guide us in reconstructing the argument 
between the rabbis and the heretics, at least as the rabbis saw it. After 
this has been done, it will be possible to assess the rabbis’ perspective 
about the content of the heresy. 

By outlining the difficulties encountered merely in defining terms, 
I am suggesting that previous studies have artificially simplified the 
problem. Yet, I do not mean to imply that the previous research is 
irrelevant in the gargantuan task of identifying these heretics. Previous 
researchers have been mature scholars educated since youth in tradi¬ 
tional texts. Rather, the passage of time has brought new information 
and new methodologies to light making it possible to refine their 
insights and correct their biases. To appreciate the problem of partiality, 
one must survey the approaches that scholarship has taken on the 
problem. 

Heinrich Graetz began the study of “two powers” heretics. He was 
attempting to relate the reports of gnosticism and anti-gnostic polemic 
in the writings of the church fathers with reports of sectarianism and 
heresy in rabbinic texts. 9 Graetz’s analysis of gnosticism centered on 
the figure of Elisha ben Abuya (ca. 110-135) whom tradition had 
branded the arch-heretic. Elisha ben Abuya was disrespectfully named 
“Aher” (Other), by the rabbis, as if he were too infamous to name 
directly. Graetz saw Elisha b. Abuya as the model antinomian gnostic. 
The relationship between Aher’s apostasy and “two powers in heaven” 
is based on a long passage in the Babylonian Talmud (Hag. 14b) which 


0 The literature on Jewish gnosticism from Krochmal, Moreh Nebukei Hazeman 
(Lemberg: 1851) and Graetz, Gnosticismus can be found in Blau’s article in JE, 
V, 686. See also Weiss, Dor, II, 125 ff. Some modern problems are summed up in 
R. Mcl. Wilson, The Gnostic Problem (London: 1958). 
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concerns four rabbis’ mystical journey to paradise. For Graetz, the 
passage became the paradigm of Hellenistic sectarian possibilities. In 
this passage, four sages—Akiba, Simeon b. Zoma, Simeon b. Azai and 
AJher—are credited with an ascension to Paradise (the pardes) while 
yet alive; only Akiba is reported to have survived the journey unharmed. 
For Graetz, Aher exemplifies of the antinomian wing of gnosticism; 
Simeon b. Zoma and Simeon b. Azai are representatives of the moderate 
Jewish-gnostic wing; only Akiba is exemplary of Jewish anti-gnosticism. 
Graetz described Aher as an antinomian because he is elsewhere re¬ 
ported to have stopped observing the law. His gnosticism was supposed 
by Graetz to derive from an incident on this heavenly journey. Having 
successfully avoided the dangers of the voyage, Aher arrives at the 
Pardes and sees the angel Metatron enthroned in heaven. Astounded, 
Aher asks whether there are “two powers in heaven” and becomes a 
heretic when he returns to earth. Graetz associated “two powers in 
heaven” with the anti-cosmic dualism that appears in extreme gnostic¬ 
ism. To do so, he emphasized Metatron’s resemblance to the gnostic 
demiurge, who created an evil world and then tried to keep men from 
discovering the good, high god beyond his influence. Since Metatron 
is pictured as writing down the merits of Israel and since he is reported 
to be Moses’ teacher in kabbalistic literature, Graetz reasoned that he 
must be equivalent to that gnostic god who has sovereignty over all 
earthly things. He must also be seen as subservient to a higher god, 
since the Talmud reports that he is punished by God for giving Aher 
the wrong impression. Consequently, the reports of “two powers in 
heaven” were seen by Graetz as extreme gnosticizing within Judaism, 
a tendency exemplified by Aher and characterized by a rejection of 
those aspects of Judaism which were difficult or dangerous to observe 
in the Hadrianic persecution (which he dated before the Bar Kochba 
Revolt). Even so, Graetz saw gnosticism as a Hellenistic phenomenon. 
It arose outside of Judaism and entered it during a time when the 
convenient adoption of its principles made life easier for those without 
the courage to stand fast to Judaism’s monotheistic “orthodoxy.” 

Graetz’s dating and theories have deservedly been criticized because 
of his speculative reconstruction of events. However, every scholarly 
inquiry into Jewish gnosticism has continued to assume that reports of 
“two powers in heaven” are part of its subject matter. 10 Other scholars 
have blithely assumed that “two powers in heaven” refers to Christ- 


10 See p. 60 f. (Chapter 3) for a fuller discussion of the problem. 
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ianity. J. Z. Lauterbach, 11 suggested that refutations of those who 
believe in “two powers” are arguments against Christianity when it 
was still considered a Jewish heresy. To demonstrate this assertion he 
cited Dt. R. II, 33 where Solomon is reported by the rabbis to have 
stated categorically that the one God has neither son or brother. Since 
some texts associate this heresy with “two powers” Lauterbach felt 
that the second heavenly power must be Jesus. “Two powers” could 
only refer to Persian dualism if the parties were antagonistic, 12 while 
Christian theology might easily have been understood by the rabbis to 
posit a second divine figure working in harmony with and claiming 
to be the son of the one God. 

R. Travers Herford 13 also dealt with the rabbinic evidence but was 
misled by prior assumptions. As he saw it, his task was to collect 
all the passages describing Christianity in the Talmuds and midrash. 
However, he quickly took up the thesis that all the references to the 
minim refer to Christians, a view which he maintained in spite of 
evidence to the contrary. Predictably, he came to the conclusion that 
the minim who believed in “two powers in heaven” were Christians, 
though probably gnostic Christians. Of course, like other scholars of 
this period, his conclusion was not wrong for the entire history of the 
heresy. Her ford’s primary mistake was methodological. Having taken 
up a theory, everything was made to fit it, despite information which 
contradicted his thesis. 

Only one study in this period dealt solely with the heresy of “two 
powers in heaven.” That was the work of S. Rubin. 14 His study defined 
“two powers” as any kind of dualism. Hence, he dealt with any philo¬ 
sophical dualism as “two powers in heaven,” mentioning the talmudic 
period only superficially and without any real historical method. He 
also fancifully assumed that the talmudic dualists were Manichaeans 
because the term min resembles the name Mani. 

A more significant direction was taken by A. Marmorstein 15 who 
studied eight tradition clusters concerning those who believe in “two 


11 Lauterbach, Jesus. 

12 Lauterbach is assuming that sons and brothers could not be antagonistic in the 
heavenly economy. However, he neglects to mention that Ahura Mazda and Angra 
Mainyu are spoken of as brothers in Persian literature and that a monotheistic heresy 
in Zoroastrianism, namely Zurvanism, assumed that there was a common father 
for both. 

13 R. Travers Herford, Christianity in Talmud and Midrash. 

14 Solomon Rubin, The Belief in Two Bowers [in Hebr.] (Krakow: 1908-09). 

15 Marmorstein, RGS , I, pp. 66-81. 
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powers.” His efforts were devoted to the interrelation between rabbinic 
Judaism and Christianity, but the passages themselves were discussed 
under the rubric of the dogmata ( Lehrsatze) of the gnostics, implying 
a certain reticence to identify the traditions as referring strictly either 
to Christian or gnostic groups. Even in some later works, Marmor- 
stein found it impossible to reach any final conclusion about the 
identity of the rabbis’ opponents, allowing both Christians and gnostics 
as possibilities from the internal evidence. According to Marmorstein, 
the critical evidence must come from external sources. He was most 
hopeful of developing “statistical data,” by which he seems to have 
meant demographic and sociological information about the geographical 
proximity of various opponent communities to the rabbinic sages. Yet, 
Marmorstein tended in other writings to ignore his more cautious 
statements. He attributed the tannaitic reports of “two powers in 
heaven” to anti-gnostic polemic; those afterwards he attributed to anti- 
Christian polemic. 17 No good reasons were developed for the assump¬ 
tion of such a chronology. Rather he seemed to rely on the then new, 
but now outmoded, scholarly consensus that Christianity grew out of a 
hypothetical pre-Christian gnosticism. Viewed from our later perspec¬ 
tive, his assumption of a pre-Christian gnosticism was premature. Proof 
of its existence has remained elusive, though there is growing evidence 
of non-Christian gnosticism, is With more careful examination of the 
data, and without making assumptions at the outset, it is hoped that 
a few more clues about the origin of gnosticism, and its relationship 
to Judaism and Christianity can be recovered in the reports of “two 
powers in heaven.” But it is certainly counter-productive to assume 
any sequence or development for the data before it has been thoroughly 
analyzed. 

Among more recent scholars, Adolf Buchler 19 made a most helpful 
contribution by asking why many statements attributed to heretics vilify 
Jews but not the biblical claims of Israel. He then suggested that these 
“sectarians,” though called "heretics,” must have understood themselves 
as non-Jews. Therefore, the term “heretic” must be comprehended in 
its historical context. As an example of this, he showed that Jewish 


16 Marmorstein, Unity , 467-99. 

17 See also Marmorstein, Background , pp. 141-204 for a discussion of Marcion and 
the problem of dualism in rabbinic literature. 

18 See Yamauchi, Pre-Christian Gnosticism. 

19 Buchler, Minim. 
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polemic against heretics sometimes was aimed at gentile Christians like 
Justin Martyr. 20 Only a person who wanted to place his group in the 
privileged position of Israel would attempt to discredit the Jews with¬ 
out doing damage to Jewish exegetical traditions. More interesting 
still for this study is the fact that some of the arguments of Justin are 
called "two powers" arguments by the rabbis. 21 When his evidence 
is fully seen it is sufficient to conclude that Christians were sometimes 
described as “those who believed in two powers,” 22 but only in one 
particular time and place. We must still leave open the possibility that 
other groups at other times used the same arguments and hence war¬ 
ranted the same designation. 

Even though these scholars did not solve the problem adequately, 
a great deal has been learned about the significance of the reports of 
“two powers in heaven” from them. The earliest studies tended to 
assume that the reports of “two powers” were evidence for their hypo¬ 
theses about early Jewish heretics, whether they identified them as 
Christians or gnostics. As time went on, it became clear that more than 
one group could have been involved. What is needed now is an im¬ 
partial study of the reports without any previous assumption about 
their referents or priorities. 

The groundwork for impartial study of “two powers” tradition was 
begun by G. F. Moore. 23 Moore dealt with the problem of "two 


20 His argument for the association is made by reviewing the scriptural passages 
used to fight dualism. These would include Gen. 1:26 (“Let us make man in our 
image”) where the possible interpretation of God’s having an associate in creation 
proved difficult to the rabbis. Of course, the rabbis record many instances of these 
difficult passages. One such instance, Gen. 19:24, was discussed in Sepphofis around 
200 C.E. by Ishmael ben Yosi. The verse reads “The Lord rained down fire and 
brimstone on Sodom and Gomorrah from the Lord from heaven.” The difficulty here 
is a possible inference of two gods from the otherwise superfluous “from the Lord.” 

As Biichler points out, Justin Martyr used this verse in his Dialogue with Trypho 
to demonstrate that the God who appeared to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, was the 
Christ and a different divine figure from the God who had planned the creation. 
Further, one of the Jews accompanying Trypho admits that one of the two angels 
who had gone to Sodom was called “God” by Abraham. Apparently, Justin Martyr 
also knew of Jews who allowed one name of God to refer to something like a logos 
but refused to identify the logos with Jesus as he had done. Since Justin also lived in 
Tiberias at the same time as R. Ishmael b. Yose, we have the beginning of the kind 
of “statistical” or demographic evidence that Marmorstein was seeking. 

21 See p. 118. 

22 See p. 221 f. 

23 Moore, Judaisjn in the First Centuries of the Christian Era: The Age of the 
Tannaim (New York: 1971), I, p. 365 f. 
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powers in heaven” briefly and in philosophical rather than historical 
terms in his discussion of the Jewish concept of God. He showed that 
the rabbis basically critici2ed these heretics for compromising the mono¬ 
theistic center of Judaism. But he also reasoned that the designation 
of “two powers” could not refer to polytheism, for polytheism would 
hardly have been a danger within the Jewish community. However, 
there were two trends within sectarian Judaism which Moore felt might 
account for this peculiar rabbinic designation. Some theory of two 
deities might be related to the several descriptions in rabbinic literature 
of those who believed God to be the author of good only. Alternatively, 
a very sublime and transcendent concept of God might lead to a role 
as divine agent for intermediary heavenly powers, like either the 
demiurge of gnosticism or the Christ of Hellenistic Christianity. While 
he masterfully described the rabbinic understanding of monotheism, 
Moore found it impossible to decide between the two logical possi¬ 
bilities for the identity of the “two powers” heresy. Instead, he sum¬ 
marized the issues by commenting on the advantages of dualism for 
reconciling the evil and imperfection so perceptible in the world with 
the goodness and perfection posited of God. Since dualism was also a 
widespread solution to the problem of theodicy in Hellenistic philo¬ 
sophy, it was not surprising to Moore that dualistic heresies arose in 
Judaism. 

Obviously all the scholars who have written on the problem of 
“two powers” have seen gnosticism, Judaism, and Christianity as related 
phenomena, but I have not discussed that aspect of their thought yet 
because no two scholars agreed completely on the causal nexus between 
them. It would go too far afield now to summarize the many relation¬ 
ships which scholars have posited between Judaism, Christianity and 
gnosticism. Perhaps since gnosticism was first described by church 
fathers, Christian scholars have been the most interested in the pro¬ 
blem. Although there is agreement among them in correlating Christ¬ 
ianity with gnosticism, there is hardly any agreement on a theory which 
would explain that correlation. Particularly thorny has been the problem 
of whether gnosticism or Christianity is the chronological predecessor. 
Did Christianity grow out of a gnostic environment or did gnosticism 
grow out of a Christian one? The early church fathers saw gnosticism 
as a Christian heresy and they first reported the term “gnostic” as a 
description of it. 

But from Graetz’s time forward it became clear that the question of 
priority could not be addressed without careful study of Jewish text. 
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In his book, 24 Moritz Friedlander put forth the thesis that gnosticism 
is a pre-Christian phenomenon which originated in antinomian circles 
in the Jewish community of Alexandria. 25 This was a clear statement of 
the priority of gnosticism to Christianity; it was also innovative in its 
suggestion that gnosticism originated in Judaism. 26 

Later in the twentieth century, the “History of Religions” school came 
to similar conclusions from different evidence for the priority of 
gnosticism to Christianity. They saw the predecessors of gnosticism in 
Persian and Mandaic texts and theorized that gnosticism grew out of 
Jewish thought that had absorbed Indo-Iranian themes. 27 

Based on this consensus, many New Testament scholars feel that 
Christianity actually adapted a pre-existent gnostic savior myth to the 
facts of Jesus’ life. 28 The discovery of gnostic texts at Nag Hammadi 
has verified the existence of a non-Christian gnosticism in the third 
century, but no document of pre-Christian gnosticism (which according 
to Bultmann developed out of a combination of Persian mythology 
with Israelite traditions) has been discovered. Nor has any one docu¬ 
ment from the early periods evinced the entire so-called gnostic salvation 
myth. In fact, we lack any pre-Christian texts which evidence the kind 
of anticosmic, exclusivistic beliefs evident in the Nag Hammadi texts. 
Without some contemporary evidence we cannot be sure even of the 
major tenets of any possible gnosticism in Jesus’ time. In order to 
point out this difficulty, a group of researchers, gathered at Messina, 
agreed to use “gnosticism” to refer exclusively both to the phenomena 
outlined by the church fathers and to the later developments of those 
phenomena, while using “gnosis” to refer to gnostic traits and themes 
occurring earlier. 29 No agreement was reached as to whether the gnosis 


21 Friedlander, Gnosticismus. Friedlander is also indebted to M. Joel, Blicke in 
die Religionsgeschichte zu Anfang des zweiten christlichen Jahrhunderts (Breslau: 
1880). 

25 Philo speaks of these sectarians in Mig. 86-93. See Friedlander, Gnosticismus , 
p. 4-9. 

2(i For a detailed analysis of this aspect of Friedlander’s work see Birger Pearson, 
“Friedlander Revisited: Alexandrian Judaism and Gnostic Origins,” Studia Philonica , 
2 (1973), 23-39. 

27 The accomplishments of this school of scholarship are critically surveyed by 
Carsten Colpe, Die religionsgeschichtliche Schule (Gottingen: 1961). 

28 This theory particularly characterizes those scholars influenced by R. Bultmann, 
to mention the foremost scholar having held this view. For a short review of the 
evidence brought by scholars for the existence of a gnostic redeemer myth see Meeks, 
The Prophet-King (Leiden: 1967), pp. 6-17. The history of scholarship on gnosticism 
is summarized at greater length by Yamauchi, Pre-Christian Gnosticism , pp. 13-28. 
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which preceded gnosticism was proto-gnostic (that is, incipient gnost¬ 
icism), or only pre-gnostic (that is, a chronological but unessential 
predecessor to gnosticism). 

Gilles Quispel has dealt specifically with the gnostic problem and 
“two powers” heretics in his essay on the significance of the Jung 
Codex. 30 His basic point is that, since Jewish sectarianism has lately 
been shown to be more extensive than previously thought, both our 
ideas of Christian and Jewish orthodoxy and the origin of gnosticism 
should be re-evaluated. In a tack which anticipates some of the con¬ 
clusions of this essay, he sees a relationship between “two powers” 
heresy and mystical traditions of the Merkabah type which hypostasize 
the “name of God” as a separate angelic being. At the same time, he 
sees a greater relationship than commonly recognized between these 
Jewish mystical traditions and Christian or apocalyptic works on the 
one hand and gnostic works on the other. 

Several other scholars have seen a relationship between gnosticism 
and heterodox Judaism. R. M. Grant 31 promoted the position that 
gnosticism is to be explained as a response to the failure of Jewish 
apocalyptic. M. Mansoor 32 has seen Qumran especially as the source 
of gnostic speculation and his views have been corroborated by Ring- 
gren. 33 Hugo Odeberg 34 and Nils Dahl 35 have pointed out the 
relationship between gnosticism and early Jewish mysticism, with 
Christianity serving as an intermediary between earlier mysticism and 
the later gnosticism. Good summaries of this new perspective have 
been published during the last few years. For instance, H. F. Weiss 30 
has reviewed some of the “two powers in heaven” reports in rabbinic 
literature, together with the reports of early mysticism, in his study 


Bianchi, Gnosticismo. Unfortunately much of the clarity ostensibly achieved is 
not carried into practice since the adjective derived from both gnosticism and gnosis 
is "gnostic". 

no “The Jung Codex and its significance," The Jung Codex: A Newly Recovered 
Gnostic Papyrus y 3 Studies by H.-ch. Puech, G. Quispel and W. C. Van Unnik, 
translated and edited by F. L. Cross, (London: 1955), pp. 35-78. 

31 R. M. Grant, Gnosticism and Early Christianity (New York: 1966). 

32 Bianchi, Gnosticismo , p. 379-400. 

33 Helmer Ringgren, The Faith of Qumran (Philadelphia: 1963), pp. 68-81. 

34 Hugo Odeberg, The Fourth Gospel (Amsterdam: 1968) and III Enoch . 

35 N. A. Dahl, "The Johannine Church and History," in W. Klassen and G. Snyder 
eds., Current Issues in New Testament Interpretation (New York: 1962) and his 
student Peder Borgen, "God’s Agent in the Fourth Gospel,” in J. Neusner, ed., 
Religions in Antiquity , (Leiden: 1968), p. 137 f. as well as Bread From Heaven : 
Supplements to Novum Testamentum , X (Leiden: 1965), pp. 158-164. See also, 
Dahl, "Christology Notes.” 
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of cosmology and creation in Hellenistic and Palestinian Judaism. He 
is especially interested in the parallels between the rabbinic reports 
and the impersonal kinds of mediation that parallel Greek philosophy. 
Martin Hengel has recently published a summary of the material as part 
of an argument that the title “Son of God” developed within the 
Jewish milieu of early Christianity. 37 In doing so, he reviews much 
of the evidence about angelic mediators which will become important 
in this study and mentions the rabbinic references to "two powers in 
heaven” as relevant. 

Most of these works argue that extreme gnosticism cannot easily be 
shown to precede Christianity. Yet, some of the most difficult aspects 
of this thorny problem of the definition of gnosticism can be side¬ 
stepped in the study of “two powers.” Our texts make a different 
distinction necessary. When the rabbis describe “two powers” in here¬ 
tical beliefs which are antagonistic (and other opposing dualisms can be 
ruled out) extreme gnosticism is the indicated heresy. But, when the 
"two powers” are complementary, some other kind of heresy is indi¬ 
cated. A variety of concepts generally thought to contribute to extreme 
gnosticism—apocalypticism, Merkabah mysticism or gnosis —may be 
considered when the texts suggest two corresponding powers in heaven, 
but not extreme gnosticism. In other words, for rabbinic purposes, the 
key criterion separating extreme gnosticism from earlier phenomena 
—whether they be pre-gnostic or proto-gnostic—is the opposition 
between the two powers. All the configurations were heretical. 

The rabbinic texts about "two powers” can yield new evidence 
in the controversy over the origins of gnosticism and its relationship 
to Christianity, if they are treated with these sensitivities in mind. For 
instance, sometimes it will be possible to isolate and date different 
strands of the rabbinic attack. In those cases, we will be able to tell 
whether opposing dualism or the moderate, corresponding “binitarian- 
ism” entered rabbinic purview first. On that basis, we will be able to 
sketch the outlines of a history of the heresy of “two powers,” in¬ 
cluding an approximate date for the entrance of several different 
heretical groups into rabbinic scrutiny. This, in turn, will suggest a 
progression and relative chronology of apocalypticism, mysticism, 

30 See Hans-Friedrich Weiss, Unter sue hungers zur Kosmologie des hellenistischen 
tind paldsdnischen ]udeniums, DAWB 97, (Berlin: 1966). See also, I. Gruenwald, 
“Knowledge and Vision,” IOS, 3 (1973), 102 n. 52-53. 

37 Martin Hengel, Der Sohn Gottes, die Entstehung der Christologie und die 
jiidisch-hellenistische Religions geschichte, (Tubingen: 1975). It has just been translated 
into English by John Bowden (Philadelphia: 1976). 
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Christianity and gnosticism as historical movements, at least as the 
rabbis saw them. Of course, this evidence by itself cannot be final. 
The rabbis may have missed some aspects of the phenomenon or have 
chosen not to record their earliest encounters. But the task of this paper 
is to explain what has been preserved, not speculate on what has not. 

The research into the heresy of “two powers in heaven” has been 
done by illustrious scholars, though it should be evident by now that 
the time is ripe for formulating some significant new conclusions. New 
discoveries have brought to light important new information about the 
religious movements of that time. The known variety of dualistic 
possibilities for the identity of the heretics should now be explored. 
It would be helpful to the search for ditheistic sects to review each 
possibility, noting briefly what has been learned recently about each. 

According to the Jewish Encyclopedia of 1901, 38 Zoroastrianism, 
Philonic theosophy, Manicheanism, and gnosticism were the dualistic 
phenomena opposed by the rabbis, while Essenism had improperly 
been consider a dualistic possibility. Twentieth-century scholarship has 
reversed these conclusions almost entirely. We have already seen the 
extent to which Christianity is implicated. Furthermore, while Zoro¬ 
astrianism remains a possible referent for the antidualistic polemic of 
the rabbis, it cannot be considered the probable target any longer. For 
one thing, Zoroastrianism cannot be considered the classical case of 
dualism which it was once supposed to be. In the Gathas, Zarathustra 
evinced characteristics both of a monolatrist and a dualist 39 —mono- 
latrist, because he worshipped only one God; dualist, because he seemed 
to believe in two aboriginal, opposing, moral principles, truth and 
falsehood. Zarathustra's supposed writing (the oldest writing to survive 
in the Avesta) is ambiguous enough on the subject of dualism to require 
clarification by strictly dualistic commentary of later texts. Unfortuna¬ 
tely, while the younger Avestan texts develop the theme of moral and 
cosmological dualism, they also contain references to gods which are, 
at best, extraneous to Zarathustra’s system and which appear logically 
to contradict most of his thought. Hence, dating the emergence of 
dualistic thought in Persia is quite difficult. Apparently, Iranian religion 
was able to subsume a variety of differing theological tendencies. Not 


38 Kaufmann Kohler and F. G. Hoffmann (JE, V, 5 f.) criticize Zeller ( Gescb . der 
Philosophie, 2nd ed., iii, 250) for the notion that the Essenes espoused dualism. 

39 Exactly what Zarathrustra contributed to Zoroastrianism is still hotly contested. 
See, e.g., Ilya Gershevitch, “Zoroaster's Own Contribution to Zoroastrianism,” JNES, 
23 (1964), 12-31. 
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until after Zoroastrianism became the state religion of the Sassanian 
Empire (ca. 225 C.E. at the earliest) can strict dualism be documented 
as the end-product of a long development towards orthodoxy. The 
result is that some scholars now place the emergence of clear dualism 
as late as the end of the Sassanian Empire in the fifth century C.E. 40 
On the other hand, dualism cannot be ruled out completely as a 
characteristic of early Persian religion. A fragment of Aristotle’s peri 
philosophias cited by Diogenes Laertius reports that the Magi believed 
in two opposing moral principles. 41 

No doubt, Morton Smith is right to point out that Persian influence 
on Israelite culture has been generally underestimated because of the 
lack of textual evidence. 42 Since documentation of this influence is 
further hampered by lack of knowledge about when dualism became 
characteristic of Persian religion, stylistic rather than philosophical 
parallels have become important in pointing out the relationship 
between Persia and Israel. M. Smith 43 characterized a genre in II 
Isaiah as typical of the Persian court in Babylonia. In the oracle con¬ 
cerning Cyrus (Isa. 44:24-28, 45:1-7) YHWH’s theophany is framed 
in terms similar to those that frame Marduk’s praise of Cyrus. This 
suggests that the writing is meant to describe YHWH with the grandeur 
reserved for Babylonian royalty, though adapted for Cyrus’s political 
purposes. These findings are important to us because they include the 
basic biblical polemic against dualism, for instance: (Is. 45:7) “I form 
light and create darkness, make weal and create woe, I, YHWH, do 
all these things.” These statements represent a clear change from the 
creation story in Genesis where God creates light, but not darkness. 
Such insistence on God’s authorship of all creation (even risking con¬ 
tradiction of other biblical traditions) would implicate Zoroastrian 
dualism as the target of the prophet’s polemic. 41 Yet it is important 
to note that Persians are not the only people singled out as opponents 
of YHWH. The prophet argues in the same passage that the gods 
and religions of all the other nations have no power. This kind of 


40 E.g., R. C. Zaehner, Dawn and Twilight of Zoroastrianism (London: 1961), 
pp. 175-92. 

41 Diog. Laer. Proem., 8. See C. Clemen, Fontes His/oriae Religionis persicae 
(Bonn: 1920), p. 75. Also Die griechischen und lateinischen Nachrichten iiber die 
persische Religion (Giessen: 1920). 

42 Morton Smith, Palestinian Parties and Politics that Shaped the Old Testament 
(New York: 1971), p. 73. 

4: * Morton Smith, “II Isaiah and the Persians,” JAOS , 83 (1963), 415-21. 

See, e.g., Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40-66 (Philadelphia: 1969), p. 162. 
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polemic would certainly fit the new picture of religion in the Persian 
Empire of II Isaiah’s time—a picture which sees Zoroastrianism as a 
small minority even within the Persian ruling class, who also tolerated 
both the traditional religions of its conquered peoples and several non- 
Zoroastrian strains of their own Persian religion. 

The conclusions about Persian thought relevant to our study can 
thus be summarized in the following way: Although Zoroastrianism 
can be pinpointed with some probability in Isaiah’s writings and 
although Isaiah’s writing serves as the basis of the rabbinic polemic, 
it is not necessarily true that Zoroastrians were the heretics who believe 
in "two powers in heaven.” Another piece of evidence which argues 
against the identification of Zoroastrians with "two powers” heretics 
is the fact that many rabbinic writings do not hesitate to identify 
Zoroastrians by name and to name their gods: 

A magi (sic) once said to Amemar: From the middle of your (body) 
upwards you belong to Ormazd; from the middle downwards to 
Ahriman. The latter asked: Why then does Ahriman permit Ormazd 
to send water through his territory? 45 

The Magi are openly defeated. There is no reason for the rabbis to 
use more obscure terms. 

The Dead Sea Scrolls, however, have given us significant evidence 
of dualism within Judaism. Some scholars even claim that Qumran 
was a case of Jewish sectarian absorption of Persian thought. T. H. 
Gaster, for instance, sees Qumran as the Jewish form of Zoroastrian¬ 
ism. 46 Whether or not they were "Zoroastrian Jews” is still problem¬ 
atic, but it is growing clear that the Dead Sea covenanters were a kind 
of Essene. 47 Because of the Dead Sea Scrolls, we can be certain that 
some apocalyptic and sectarian movements within Judaism developed 
dualistic tendencies which could have been described as “two powers 
in heaven” by the rabbis. Even without raising the issue of their rela¬ 
tionship to Zoroastrianism (which, in any case, was unnoticed by their 
contemporaries) the Qumranites can be seen as a contemporary source 
of dualism. 

In the Manual of Discipline of the Dead Sea Scrolls, ethical dualism 
is boldly outlined: 


45 San. 39a. tr. Epstein. 

40 See Gaster, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English (New York: 1956), p. 190. 

47 Dupont-So-mmer, The Essene Writings of Qumran . F. M. Cross, The Ancient 
Library of Qumran (New York: 1958), pp. 49-106. 
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He created man for dominion over the earth; and he set in him two 
spirits for him to set his course by them until the set time of his 
visitation. They are the spirits of truth and of perversity. In a dwelling 
of light, are the generations of truth and from a well of darkness come 
the generations of perversity. In the hand of the prince of lights is 
the dominion of all the sons of righteousness; in the ways of light will 
they walk. In the hand of the angel of darkness is all the dominion 
of the sons of perversity and in the ways of darkness they will walk. 

And by the angel of darkness are the errors of all the sons of right¬ 
eousness; and all their sins and iniquities and guiltiness and deeds of 
transgression are in his dominion according to the secrets of God for 
his appointed time. All their afflictions and set times of their troubles 
are under the dominion of his hostility and all the spirits of his portion 
are set to trip up the sons of light, but the God of Israel and his angel 
of truth are the help of the sons of light. 48 

Just as the two spirits of truth and error vie for the rule of man’s 
heart, so does a man belong to the good party of righteousness or the 
evil party of iniquity. From the War Scroll, it becomes quite clear that 
the Qumran group felt itself to be the elect which, though then few in 
numbers, would one day serve with the angels as God’s divine army, 
vindicating their present outcast status with victory at the end of time. 

Although the Dead Sea sectarians seem to be dualists, they also 
believed in one transcendent God above all the angels. For them, each 
of the moral forces, good and evil, had a captain. The angel of darkness 
and the angel of truth would correspond to the spirit of light and 
the spirit of darkness. Other apocalyptic documents contain similar 
dualistic statements. 49 Otzen, 50 for instance, pointed out dualistic 
phrases in the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs: "Know, therefore, 
my children that two spirits wait upon man—the spirit of truth and 


48 A. R. C. Leany, The Rule of Qumran and its Meaning (London: 1966), p. 1 44 
to I Q S 3:17 f. 

4° See the recent comprehensive article on extra-rabbinic dualism by John G. 
Gammie “Spatial and Ethical Dualism in Jewish Wisdom and Apocalyptic Literature,” 
JBL, 93 (1974), 356-385. 

50 Otzen, “Die neugefundene hebraischen Sektenschriften,” ST y 7 (1953), 135 f. 
For more possible “Two natures” arguments see Apoc. of Abraham 22, I Enoch i; 1, 
38:1, 89:10 f., The Wisdom of Solomon 3:2 ff., 4:3 ff., 21:13 ff. See also Hermetic 
Writings I 18, 21. IX, 5. This same legend also occurs in pagan writing. Plato, 
Phaedrus , 248, among the Stoics see Arnim, j., Stoicorum Veteium Fragmenta 
(Stuttgart: 1958) I, 216; III, 658. Diogenes Laertes , ed. Hicks (Cambridge: 1958), 
VII, 127. Additional references provided by John Gager, unpublished paper on 
dualism. Also, S. Aalen, Die Begrijfe ( Licht } und ‘Fin stern is ' im AT, im Spatjudentum, 
und im Rabbanismus (Oslo: 1951). 
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the spirit of deceit,” 51 and “Two ways hath God given to the children 
of men and two wills, two places and two goals.” 62 Of course, there 
is room for saying that this dualism is less extreme than that of Qumran, 
merely reflecting a belief in two opposing human impulses. 63 Traces 
of this kind of dualism even occur in rabbinic thought where they are 
not regarded as heretical. The rabbis developed their own theory of 
man’s two impulses, the impulse toward good, and the impulse toward 
evil. 54 In a baraita , R. Akiba is also supposed to have articulated a 
theory of extreme, ethical dualism: 

After his apostasy, Aher asked R. Meir [a question], saying to him: 
What is the meaning of the verse: God hath made even the one as well 
as the other? He replied: It means that for everything that God created 
He created [also] its counterpart. He created mountains, and created 
hills; He created seas, and created rivers. Said [Aher] to Him: R. 
Akiba, thy master, did not explain it thus, but [as follows]: He created 
righteous, and created wicked; He created the Garden of Eden, and 
created Gehinnom. Everyone has two portions, one in the Garden of 
Eden and one in Gehinnom. The righteous man, being meritorious, 
takes his own portion and his fellow’s portion in the Garden of Eden. 
The wicked man, being guilty, takes his own portion and his fellow’s 
portion in Gehinnom. R. Mesharsheya said: What is the Biblical proof 
for this? In the case of the righteous, it is written: Therefore in their 
land they shall possess double. In the case of the wicked it is written: 
And destroy them with double destruction. 55 

Aher had asked a question which implies he was thinking of an 
heretical dualism. Meir replied with an exegesis about God’s plan for 
creation. Then Akiba is credited with a statement of ethical dualism 
which, while careful to preserve man’s free will, nevertheless resembles 
many passages in apocalyptic and even some Qumranic literature. We 
should probably assume that these dualistic ideas were more commonly 
shared among all sects of Judaism than is evident from orthodox 
rabbinic texts. Since this passage also makes clear that aspects of op- 


51 Testament of Judah 20:1. 

62 Testament of Asher 1:3 ff. 

Wernberg-Moeller, “A Reconsideration of the Two Spirits in the Rule of the 
Community," RQ, 3 1961-2 and M. Travers, ‘‘The Two Spirits of the Rule of the 
Community," ibid., 449, 541 believe that the Qumran community as well should be 
considered as believing only in two impulses within man. However, the hypostasization 
of angels overseeing these impulses as a major theme indicates the presence of meta¬ 
physical existence of the two forces, whatever they may be considered within the 
heart of man. 

B4 See Urbach, Sages, pp. 415-427. 

55 Hag. 15a., Tr. hpstein. 
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posing dualism were subsumed by the rabbinic movement, it is less 
likely that any ethical or opposing dualism per se would become the 
target of the “two powers” polemic. In the course of the paper we will 
have to observe the specific criteria which made a dualistic system 
heretical. 

Since the Christian messiah may have been a target of the “two 
powers” polemic, other mediating or intermediary divine helpers in 
Jewish tradition may also have offended rabbinic sensibilities. The 
Aramaic terms Yeqara, Memra , and Shekhinah could be included in 
the heresy to the extent that they were not verbal subterfuges and point 
to a metaphysical or theological conception. 56 However, it seems likely 
that these traditions represent rabbinic attempts to explain dangerous 
scripture rather than “heresy” itself. 

In view of the lack of other evidence and because of his obvious 
genius, Philo has long been held to be the example par excellence of 
“Hellenistic Judaism” of the first century. His use of the term logos 
points to Jewish familiarity with Hellenistic philosophical schools. 
Philo’s concept of the logos is a combination of Platonic ideas of divine 
intermediation and the Stoic world spirit. Logos is equivalent with the 
intelligible world; but, because it can be hypostasized, the logos can 
also be viewed as a separate agent and called a god. Hence any Jew 
who shared Philo’s ideas of the nature of divinity could be a prime 
candidate for the charge of “two powers in heaven.” 57 

Philo writes about the providence of God in another way as well— 
in terms of His powers summarized by the creative and ruling power. 
We shall see that these traditions may also have some bearing on the 
problem of “two powers in heaven.” 

Many scholars have pointed out that Philo’s conception of logos 
is intimately related to other Hellenistic Jewish traditions about the 


56 The history of the argument about the nature of the Shekhinah, Memra, and 
Yeqara is ably summed up by A. M. Goldberg in Untersuchungen iiber die Vor- 
stellung von der Schekhinah in der jriihen rabbinischen Literatur, pp. 1-12. 

67 Several scholars have seen relationships between Jewish heresy and the various 
schools of Hellenistic philosophy. One should mention perhaps Joel, whose thesis is 
that the mystical texts discussed briefly above were the product of Jewish speculation 
in Platonic and neo-Pythagorean modes. H. Fischel has also pointed out many 
relationships between Jewish traditions and Epicurean, Stoic and Cynic thought. 
(Henry Fischel, Rabbinic Literature and Greco-Roman Philosophy: A study of Epi- 
curea and Rhetorica in Early Midrashic Writings, Leiden: 1973). He feels that the 
traditions about the four who entered the pardes, which we discussed previously, 
are linked with Jewish epicureanism. 
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figure of Wisdom, the name of God, and the great archangel that 
mediated the Sinai theophany. It is possible that underlying Philo’s 
philosophical language are exegetical traditions which he shares with 
many other Jews. 

Any angel who assumed a primary role in heterodox Jewish tradition 
might have been the subject of the rabbinic injunction. This would 
include traditions about the angel Melchizedek, a heavenly Jacob, 
Michael, Gabriel, or the hero Enoch. The rabbis themselves associated 
“two powers in heaven” with Aher, who had travelled to heaven and 
seen the angel Metatron in a posture that suggested two powers. 

The relevance of the “son of man” tradition reiterates what has 
already become obvious: Christianity must be considered as one of the 
prime candidates for the charge of “two powers in heaven,” because 
the Christian community relied on many of the traditions of a principal 
angel for its exaltation christology. 58 Where a glorified christology 
developed, criticism of “two powers in heaven” could be levelled by the 
rabbis. The evidence has already been reviewed in discussing the work 
of Buechler and Marmorstein. 

We have few clear references to Christianity in the talmuds and 
midrash. Presumably this is partly due to censoring of texts by medieval 
Church authorities. Most references to Jesus are late, such as: “On the 
eve of Passover they hanged Jesus and a herald went out before him 
for 40 days. Let him be stoned for he has committed sorcery and has 
deceived Israel and led it astray.” 59 However the charge that Jesus 
was a magician was early: Justin 60 refers to it. The New Testament 
implies it. Since historical references to first-century Christians are un¬ 
sure and obscure in the talmud and midrash, Christianity becomes an 
even better candidate for the charge of “two powers in heaven.” «i 

Most of what can be said of Christianity as a candidate for “two 


r>8 N. A. Dahl, “The Johannine Church and History'’ in W. Klassen and G. Snyder, 
Current Issues in New Testament Interpretation (New York: 1962), suggests a rela¬ 
tionship between Merkabah-toaditions and Christianity, especially the Gospel of John. 
See also Dahl, “Christology notes.’' 

59 b. San. 43a. Notice the later rabbinic attention to halakhic procedure. Jesus 
should have been stoned for “sorcery” and “leading astray,” not crucified, which was 
improper execution in rabbinic law. 

60 Dialogue 69:7. 

01 Herford, Marmorstein, Biichler all argue that polemics about men claiming to be 
gods reflect debates with Christianity. See also Lauterbach, Jesus esp. pp. 550-565 
for more arguments. See also Winston, Iranian Component , pp. 183-216, appendix II 
for review of the literature on the Christian use of the Balaam oracles and the Jewish 
polemic against it. 
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powers” heresy may also be true of gnosticism, as we have seen. Where 
a demiurge and transcendent god are described, the rabbinic charge of 
“two powers in heaven” becomes plausible; where a complex system of 
archons and spheres is described, the closely associated charge of "many 
powers in heaven” becomes possible as well. 

Marcion must be mentioned as an example of Christian dualism. 
He is often classified as a gnostic, but his gnosticism is of such an 
individual kind that he would be better defined as a radical, Pauline 
Christian with gnostic affinities. Almost all our information about 
Marcion is derived from the church fathers, who were hardly com¬ 
plementary, but not necessarily totally inaccurate. When the rabbinic 
description of “two powers” heresy warrants it, Marcion’s thought will 
have to be investigated. 

If growing knowledge of the Hellenistic world has widened the 
field of candidates for the identification of “two powers” heretics, 
the passage of time has also brought more sophisticated tools for study 
of the primary texts themselves. Methodological advances in the study 
of religion have had ramifications for the traditions about “two powers.” 
In particular, insights gained from form, source, and redaction criticism 
of the New Testament have made new and more careful assumptions 
necessary for the study of rabbinic literature. The most emphatic 
spokesman for this enterprise is Jacob Neusner, whose approach to 
rabbinic literature is ground-breaking. 

Though the technical issues cannot be discussed in detail, the methods 
must be described. Source criticism tried to isolate the separate docu¬ 
ments or traditions within the literature. Based on these results, form 
criticism presupposes and concentrates on the oral stage of develop¬ 
ment of folklore. It assumes that the sources of the traditional literature 
can be found in an oral genre which can be identified and whose 
properties can be studied in reference to the specific historical or 
social institution ( Sitz-im-Leben ) which produced it. The genre pro¬ 
duced, however, is usually maintained even after the social institution 


62 Jacob Neusner, Traditions of the Pharisees pp. 1-18. Also see some of his 
longer works, as, From Politics to Piety: The Emergence of Pharisaic Judaism (Engle¬ 
wood Cliffs: 1973); A Life of Johanan ben Zakkai (Leiden: 1962, 1970); Develop¬ 
ment of a Legend: Studies on the Traditions Concerning Yohanan ben Zakkai (Leiden: 
1970); The Rabbinic Traditions About the Pharisees before 70 (Leiden: 1971); A 
History of the Mishnaic Law of Purities (Leiden: 1974 f.); See also W. Sibley Towner, 
The Rabbinic “Enumeration of Scriptural Examples ” (Leiden: 1973); and B. Ger- 
hardsson, Memory and Manuscript: Oral Tradition and Written Tradition in Rabbinic 
Judaism and Early Christianity (Lund: 1961). 
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has faded or after the tradition has been written down, although 
literary styles in turn influence the tradition in different ways. 63 These 
observations, however inexact, have been used extensively in European 
and biblical folklore. In the study of the New Testament they have 
been massively employed to distinguish between the traditions which 
go back to Jesus himself and those which are probably products of the 
early church. 64 The application of this technique has restricted our 
confidence severely. For instance, in the search for the Jesus-layer of the 
gospel traditions, the overriding criterion for authenticity has had 
to be that of dissimilarity. Only those traditions essentially dissimilar 
from the general ideological milieu and later tendencies of the church 
can be firmly allowed as authentic to Jesus. 65 

Redaction criticism is the name for scholarly analysis of the motives 
behind the editing of a document in its present form. It asks the 
question —a cut bono —to whose advantage is the preservation of the 
statement under discussion. As such, it often isolates the Tendenz 
characteristic not just of the literary redactor (as was originally hoped), 
but also of a long period of editing. Form criticism and redaction 
criticism, then, are complementary ways to study any tradition—the first 
emphasizing the context out of which the tradition arose, the second 
stressing the perspectives and biases of the people who preserved it. 

Some rules of tradition formation, of course, hold for all folklore. 
Others are particular to specific cultures and must be examined indi¬ 
vidually. In the study of rabbinic literature, adoption of form and 
tradition criticism has not been quick. Consequently, there are few 
specific principles that can be generalized about rabbinic thought as 


63 Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition: A Study in Historical Methodology sharply disting¬ 
uishes between oral traditions in preliterate and literate societies. Oral tradition in 
literate societies is limited to exchanges which take place in every day conversation 
and are handed down randomly, without special institutions. Rabbinic traditions are 
evidently an exception to- these observations, as J. Gager points out, “The Gospels 
and Jesus: Some Doubts about Method,” JR (1974), 250. 

64 The literature on form criticism of the New Testament is manifold. See Edgar 
V. McKnight, What is Form Criticism ? (Philadelphia: 1969), for basic bibliography. 

66 Other criteria for authenticity—coherence, multiple attestation, and Aramaism 
are either more suspect or reducible to the criterion of dissimilarity. See J. Gager’s 
article, cited above, for a discussion of these criteria. Obviously, the criteria for 
authenticity are not applicable to rabbinic traditions without adaptation. Probably, 
the criterion of dissimilarity can be used most fruitfully only with the traditions 
attributed to the most pre-eminent rabbis. The real work on establishing criteria for 
authenticity in rabbinic writing has yet to be done. See Neusner, Eliezer b. Hyrcanus, 
The Tradition and the Man (Leiden: 1974-5). 
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yet. Basically we shall only be able to use the method to distinguish 
between various levels of the traditions in the same rabbinic text. 

Since consensus has not yet been reached about how to apply insights 
gained from other cultures’ oral traditions to the study of rabbinic 
literature, scholars must make careful, cumbersome methodological 
suppositions concerning the date of rabbinic writings. In most cases 
this means that the wording of a tradition cannot be proved earlier 
than the second century. Therefore, it would not be out of place now 
to anticipate a specific dating problem in the “two powers” materials 
in order to exemplify the constraints which form and redaction criticism 
must place upon us until a consensus is reached. R. Simlai and R. 
Yohanan are credited with a principle for defeating heretics who based 
their belief on the plurality of divinities on scripture. 66 For instance, 
some heretics used statements like: “Let us make man... (Gen. 1:26)” 
as positive proof that there is more than one God. Either R. Yohanan 
or R. Simlai simply observed that wherever God is described in plural 
terms, a singular form follows closely in scripture, disproving the 
heretical exegesis. They are therefore credited with the principle that 
wherever the heretics base their arguments on scripture, their defeat 
is close at hand. The problem is not merely that the same principle is 
attributed to two different rabbis. They were close contemporaries and 
R. Yohanan was the teacher of R. Simlai. The problem is even more 
complicated. Although the principle is attributed to the third century 
rabbis, the argument also occurs frequently in texts attributed to second 
century tannaim, without reference to R. Yohanan or R. Simlai. 

There are two basic ways to resolve this contradiction in attribution. 
Either R. Yohanan and R. Simlai’s names are associated with an 
exegetical principle which is of greater antiquity, or the principle was 
added into the earlier traditions as a gloss because it dismissed the 
heresy in summary fashion. While pious Jews have always been disposed 
towards the former solution, careful historical methodology demands 
that we use the latter solution as the basis for inquiry. Since we are 
dealing with a culture which distinguished various levels of antiquity 
of traditions in order to formulate legal precedents and valued older 
traditions more highly, we must rule out the earlier dating by metho¬ 
dological premise unless and until other evidence warrants it. In other 
words, when dating is in doubt, the onus of proof is on the scholar 
who wants to maintain an early dating. The study of oral forms and the 


«« See p. 121. 
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application of the criterion of dissimilarity forces a methodological 
skepticism of antique dating because cultures like the one in which the 
rabbis lived characteristically attribute new thoughts to more and more 
ancient authority as a way of expressing the value of the thought. In 
the particular case at hand, we will find that the third century principle 
is always recognizable by means of its unique wording. So whether 
or not the argument was more antique than the third century, R. 
Yohanan and his pupil impressed a datable form upon it. 

Though this limitation on dating in rabbinic literature is strict, any 
attempt to reconstruct a first century form of the “two powers” tradi¬ 
tions is not automatically precluded. When there are hints for the 
existence of an earlier form of the tradition than can be provided from 
the rabbinic evidence alone, (as will be true for the “two powers” 
traditions) there are warrants for searching other first century, non- 
rabbinic literatures for further evidence of it. The different varieties 
of early dualism have already been discussed, so both the magnitude 
and the possibilities inherent in such a task must already be evident. 
However, if we postpone that task until after the rabbinic material 
is surveyed, we can look through the extra-rabbinic documents for 
evidence of the specific beliefs which the rabbis opposed. In other 
words, even if the rabbinic evidence alone cannot demonstrate the 
existence of a heresy in the first century and before, it may yet give us 
hints about the earlier forms of the thought which were in the process 
of becoming heretical. It may not give us all the evidence, but we may 
only properly discuss phenomena indicated by rabbinic texts. Though 
the limitations of such a methodological attack must be evident, they 
will provide us with some important new information. 

In some ways, the study of tradition formation in rabbinic Judaism 
is easier than the comparable and older study of tradition in the New 
Testament. In New Testament scholarship, one has to begin with com¬ 
plete skepticism of every statement attributed to Jesus because the 
positive benefits of attributing a church doctrine to its original, super¬ 
natural author were immeasurable. In rabbinic tradition not every 
thought needed to be attributed to an early sage, because the deliber¬ 
ations of every rabbi were considered divinely inspired. One must be 
alert to the specific gain in authority (for instance, in legal precedent) 
when an amoraic tradition is elsewhere attributed to a tanna. Then too, 
it is far sounder method to use the New Testament to corroborate a 
first century date for a rabbinic tradition than to use rabbinic literature 
to illuminate and date New Testament traditions, as is now often done. 
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With reference to the “two powers’’ heresy, I believe I can show some 
positive results from Christian and extra-rabbinic literature, even given 
the methodological precautions, if the reader is patient enough to 
follow a necessarily long and sometimes tedious argument. Unfortuna¬ 
tely, not until one places the results of the analysis of rabbinic text in 
the context of extra-rabbinic, Jewish-sectarian, and Christian writing 
does the great antiquity and significance of the “two powers” traditions 
become manifest. 

The proper procedure for this study, then, is to collect, collate, 
and consider all the evidence about “two powers in heaven,” both in 
the tannaitic and amoraic periods. This corpus will itself be important 
because the collation has never been accomplished before. Close analysis 
will be necessary to isolate the various generic and formal characteristics 
of the traditions, to separate the stages in the development of the 
argument itself and to reveal clues about the identities of the heretics. 
Sometimes it will be necessary to distinguish many different layers of 
tradition in one passage. Often no firm dating will be possible. Partic¬ 
ular attention will have to be paid to the scriptural passages from which 
the heretics derive their doctrines. But only after these considerations 
have been weighed can we discover whether the biblical passages were 
actually used by some contemporary dualistic group or were only 
biblical stylizations of heresy, invented by the rabbis themselves. This 
analysis will be carried out in Section II (The Rabbinic Traditions). 

When the rabbinic evidence has been sifted, we will be in a better 
position to judge which of the dualistic communities reviewed earlier 
in this chapter were the likely targets for the rabbinic polemic at any 
isolatable time and place. With the extra-rabbinic evidence we will 
also be able to solve some of the ambiguities of the rabbinic texts. For 
this reason, many of the final conclusions about the significance of 
the rabbinic reports will necessarily be found in the chapters of Section 
III dealing with extra-rabbinic evidence. This is, admittedly, an incon¬ 
venient place to look for the conclusions about the rabbinic corpus, 
but this complex problem necessitates such a difficult form. I think 
the task worth the effort because a new clarity about the rabbinic view 
of the rise of Christianity and gnosticism can be gained by the end. 
This information is important for its own sake. But it becomes essential 
information when one realizes that the rabbis were among the closest, 
most expert, and most concerned contemporary observers of Christianity 
and gnosticism. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


CONFLICTING APPEARANCES OF GOD 

PASSAGE I 


MRSbY 

The Mekhilta of R. Simeon b. Yohai, 
p. 81. Bashalah 15. 

Another interpretation: YHWH is a 
man of war, YHWH is His name. 

Because, when the Holy One Blessed 
be He was revealed at the sea, 

He appeared to them as a young man 
making war. 

YHWH is His name. He appeared 
to them at Sinai like an old man, 
full of mercy: 


/ beheld 'til thrones were set down. 
(Dan. 7:9). 


So as not to give an opportunity to 
say “There are two powers in heav¬ 
en" Rather YHWH is a man of War. 
(Another interpretation:) YHWH is 
a man of War. YHWH fought in 
Egypt. YHWH fought at the Sea. 
And He is at the Jordan, He is at the 
Arnon streams. 

And He is in this world, And He 
is in the world to come. He is an the 
past and He is in the future to come. 


MRI 

The Mekhilta of R. Ishmael Baho- 
desh 5, Shirta 4. 


I am YHWH your God: Why is this 
said? 

Because When 

He was revealed at the sea, 

He appeared to them as a mighty 
hero making war. As it is said, 
YHWH is a man of war. 

He appeared at Sinai like an old man, 
full of mercy, as it is said: And they 
saw the God of Israel. (Ex. 24:10) 
And of the time after they had been 
redeemed what does it say? And the 
like of the very heaven for clearness. 
(Ex. 24:10). 

Again, it says 

/ beheld ’til thrones were set down 
(Dan. 7:9) And it also says A fiery 
stream issued and came forth from 
him etc. 

Scripture would not give an oppor¬ 
tunity to the nations of the world to 
say “There are ‘two powers’ but de¬ 
clares 1 am YHWH your God.” (Ex. 
20 : 2 ). 

I was in Egypt. 

I was at the Sea. 

I was in the past, I will be in the 
future to come. 

I am in this world, I am in the world 
to come. 
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As it is said: Behold now, that I, 
even, I, am He, etc. (Dt. 32:39) 
Thus says YHWH, the king of Is¬ 
rael, etc. I am YHWH, the first and 
the last, etc. (Is. 44:6). 


MRI 

As it is said: Behold now, that I, even 
l, am He, etc. (Dt. 32:39). Even 
unto old age I am the same (Is. 
46:4). Thus says YHWH the king 
of Israel and his Redeemer the Lord 
of Hosts, I am the first and the last, 
(Is. 44:6). And it says Who has 
tor ought and done itl He that called 
the generations from the beginning. 
I, the Lord who am the first, and to 
the end 1 am He. (Is. 41:4). 


PR Piska 21 100b i 

(Another comment: Face after face ) R. Levi said: God faced them in 
many guises. To one He appeared standing, and to one seated; (See Gen. 
28:13 and Isa. 6:1) to one as a young man, and to one as an old man. 
How so? At the time the Holy One, blessed be He, appeared on the Red 
Sea to wage war for His children and to requite the Egyptians, He faced them 
as a young man, since war is waged best by a young man, as is said The 
Lord is a man of war, the Lord is His name (Ex. 15:3). And when the 
Holy One, blessed be He, appeared on Mount Sinai to give the Torah to 
Israel, He faced them as an old man, for Torah is at its best when it comes 
from the mouth of an old man. What is the proof? The verse With aged 
men is wisdom, and understanding in length of days (Job 12:12); and 
therefore Daniel said: I beheld till thrones were placed, and one that was 
Ancient of days did sit (Dan. 7:9). In regard to God’s guises R. Hiyya bar 
Abba said: If a whoreson should say to you, “They are two gods,” quote 
God as saying in reply: I am the One of the sea and I am the One of Sinai. 

(Another comment) R. Levi taught at Sinai the Holy One, blessed be 
He, appeared to them with many faces, with a threatening face, with a 
severe face, with an angry face, with a joyous face, with a laughing face, 
with a friendly face. How so? ... In regard to God’s many faces, R. Hiyya 
bar Abba taught: Should a whoreson say to you, “They are two gods,” reply 
to him, Scripture does not say “The gods have spoken ... face after face” 
but The Lord has spoken with you face after face. 

Passage 1 may be found in several places in midrashic literature 
and is alluded to in many more. The primary reference is in MRI where 
the passage occurs in two places (Bahodesh 5 and Shirta 4) in virtually 
identical form. In Bahodesh alone a closely related tradition, adduced 
in the name of Rabbi Nathan, was added because of its obvious rele- 


1 See also Pesikta Rabbati de Bahodesh, Ex. 20:2 together with Dt. 5:4. Tr. Braude, 
p. 421 f. The later midrashim tend to fill in the gaps in reasoning in the earlier ones. 
For a description of the rabbis ambiguous style, see Goldin, Song, ad loc. 
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vance (Passage 2, see p. 57). A second, simpler form of the tradition 
(which will be the first text to be scrutinized) is found in MRSbY 
Bashalah. Finally the tradition was known and discussed in PR, but, 
there, it has undergone considerable secondary clarification. 

In MRSbY the subject is introduced as an exegetical comment on the 
two statements made about YHWH in Ex. 15:3. The exegesis notes 
the repetition of the name of YHWH in Ex. 15:3 and explains its 
significance. “YHWH is a man of war” is to be interpreted as a 
descriptive statement referring to God’s manifestation as a young 
warrior when He destroyed the Egyptians at the Red Sea. “YHWH 
is His name’’ is necessary because at Sinai He will reveal Himself as 
an old man, showing mercy. Hence, it is important for the Israelites 
to realize that the same God is speaking in both cases, though the 
manifestations look different. 2 3 The proof-text for these statements is 
Dan. 7:9 f- which describes a heavenly enthronement scene involving 
two divine manifestations, “the son of man” and "the Ancient of 
Days.” In this context, the reference from Dan. must be taken to 
demonstrate that God may be manifested either as a young man or as 
an old man. 

When the whole biblical passage is seen, the passage seems to 
describe more a danger than a solution. 

As I looked, thrones were placed and one that was ancient of days 
took his seat; his raiment was white as snow, and the hair of his head 
like pure wool; his throne was fiery flames, its wheels were burning 
fire. A stream of fire issued and came forth from before him; a thousand 
thousands served him, and ten thousand times ten thousand stood 
before him; the court sat in judgment, and the books were opened.... 
I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there 
came one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and 
was presented before him. And to him was given dominion and glory 
and kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve 
him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass 
away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed. 3 

Not only does the passage allow the interpretation that God changes 
aspect, it may easily be describing two separate, divine figures. More 
than one throne is revealed and scripture describes two divine figures 
to fill them. One sits and the other seems to be invested with power, 
possibly enthroned. The Ancient of Days may be responsible for 


2 See Lauterbach, Clarijications , p. 181-188, esp. 184-8. 

3 Dan. 7:9, 10, 13, 14. 
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judgment, but delegates the operation to a “son of man” who accom¬ 
plishes judgment by means of a fiery stream. That this “son of man” 
is young or that his dominion is to be merciful, ostensibly the point 
of the reference, is hardly evident in the text. All of this makes it 
more likely that Dan. 7:9 f. is as central to the heresy as it is to the 
defense against it. It could be interpreted to describe a kind of heresy 
which Ex. 15:3 is supposed to deny. Its use here presumes that some 
orthodox counter-interpretation of this dangerous scripture has already 
developed and is well known. That the two descriptions of God’s 
appearance may imply a contradiction in scripture is not specifically 
mentioned. It is no longer an important problem. Rather the midrash 
immediately follows the exegesis with a warning that no doctrine of 
“two powers in heaven” should be derived from the passage. Ex. 15:3 
is itself the proof-text that repudiates the false doctrine, but the 
scriptural text must first be seen in the correct light. This text, then, 
must be a fairly late summation of a considerable amount of argumen¬ 
tation. 

Then the text continues with an elaboration, introduced as a separate 
midrash (DBR 3 HR), which emphasizes that but one God is revealed 
in the history of Israel and, indeed, that there is only one God for all 
the universe, for all time. Further proof-texts of Dt. 32:39, Is. 44:6 
and Is. 41:4 are brought to substantiate this point. 

Although the MRSbY contains the shortest version of the story, it 
cannot of itself be the earliest version of the tradition. Rather it seems 
to be an epitome of an already sophisticated argument. Where it agrees 
with the version in MRI it is sometimes slightly longer, implying that 
MRSbY has gone through a certain, perhaps short period of indepen¬ 
dent elaboration. 4 However, since it is altogether the least elaborated 
version of the tradition, the various themes of the story may be more 
easily separated in it. By isolating the themes, we may come one step 
closer to separating the various sources and identifying the earliest 
form. 

First, one has to notice that the exegetical root of the tradition is 
the repetition of the name of God, YHWH, and the problems which 
arise from that. In this case, the dangerous doctrine is the idea that 
there are two different manifestations of God—one, a young man, 
appearing at the Sea; the other, an old man, appearing at Sinai. As we 

4 Lauterbach, Clarifications, maintains that the editor of the MRSbY actually had a 
later version of the tradition than MRI and that the editor of MRSbY misunderstood 
the tradition he received in various respects. 
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have it, the tradition is centered around the Exodus theophanies. Dan. 
7:9 is ostensibly a proof-text but is also the locus of the same heretical 
traditions, since two different figures are mentioned there as well. 
Of course, the rabbis objected to this tradition, saying that the repetition 
of the divine name was not to identify "two powers” but to emphasize 
God’s unity, since the Israelites would also have to recognize God 
in another form. In attempting to identify the heretics, we should 
look for a doctrine which did associate “two powers” with the names 
for God in the Exodus theophany and in Dan. 7. Obviously, from 
the rabbinic perspective, but not necessarily at the earliest stage of the 
tradition itself, this dangerous exegesis became subsumed under the 
unfavorable category of “two powers in heaven.” This text gives us no 
description of the persons holding such a doctrine. 

At the end of the section there is a peroration which articulates 
implications present already in the designation “two powers in heaven,” 
by directly stating that the doctrine is a threat to monotheism and con¬ 
demning it roundly with the appropriate biblical texts from Isaiah 
and Deuteronomy. In fact the verses are so useful as a defense against 
the heresy as to characterize the opposition to “two powers” throughout 
its entire history and will be important in the attempt to identify the 
heretics. 

The mid rash is saying that, though scripture allows for the inter¬ 
pretation that God may be viewed in various aspects, there is a limit 
to how far one may go in ascribing independent motives to the different 
hypostases. Not only is there only one God, but there is no possibility 
of ever deriving a second deity. It was the same God in Egypt who 
was at the Sea; the same in this world as He will be in the world to 
come; the same in the past who will be in the future. These descrip¬ 
tions are later rhetorical fluorishes, embellishing and emphasizing an 
argument whose assumption has been laid down previously. MRSbY 
even introduces the thoughts as "another interpretation.” However, 
one may ask whether the embellishments are purely arbitrary. In view 
of the importance of the name of God in this midrash it is not unlikely 
that the midrash is relying on the mysterious name of God which was 
revealed to Moses at the burning bush. “I am that I am” is being 
interpreted with past and future implications of the Hebrew verb 
forms and is being understood to be an eternal pledge to remain with 
Israel. 

The text in MRI is even more complex and obviously the result 
of a long history of redaction. Neither MRI nor MRSbY can itself 
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be the ancient tradition. Rather the most ancient layer, which will later 
appear to be tannaitic, must be carefully uncovered in comparing them. 
The basic structure is similar to the argument in MRSbY and appears 
to be based on an exegesis of the name of God as well. In MRI the 
rabbis acknowledge that God manifested Himself in two ways in the 
Bible. They derive this contention not merely from the repetition of 
“YHWH” in scripture, as MRSbY did, but from the contrast between 
the Hebrew name, “YHWH,” used to describe the Lord at the sea, 
and the other Hebrew name for divinity, “Elohim,” used to describe 
God at Sinai. At least one possible conclusion based on the two dif¬ 
ferent names of the deity—namely, that two different divinities, God 
and Lord, were being described—is condemned as dangerous. Instead, 
the rabbis suggest that the solution to the paradox will be found at 
Ex. 20:2, the first of the Ten Commandments, which contains both 
names of God and declares His unity. Hence, the editor of MRI, by 
introducing the orthodox solution based on Ex. 20:2, in his commen¬ 
tary to one of the dangerous passages, Ex. 15:3, allowed no opportunity 
for the orthodox opinion to be compromised. He has also added Ex. 
20:2 to the list of effective scriptural defense against heresy. 

Though the major thrust of the passage seems evident, it contains 
many elaborations missing from the MRSbY version, while some parts 
of its argument remain obscure. For one thing, a new theme of justice 
and mercy, corresponding to young and old manifestations of God, 
has been emphasized. This is facilitated by bringing in more proof- 
texts. Ex. 15:3 is taken only as a proof of God’s justice. Ex. 24:10 f., 
which is part of the Sinai theophany, is introduced as the proof of 
God’s mercy. 5 These two seemingly contradictory biblical verses are 
compared by the midrash, which then uses Ex. 20:2, the first line of 
the Ten Commandments, as the third, decisive text with which to 
harmonize the other two. 6 


6 Just how Ex. 24:10 proves God's mercy will take some explanation. The proof- 
text reads "They saw the God of Israel,” which, rather than clarifying, adds another 
puzzling statement—that a group of people actually saw God. While the text says 
that they saw Him, it tells nothing of what they saw. The implication of Ex. 24:11a, 
however, offers a possible answer to the problem. The verse states that God did not 
lay His hand upon the nobles of the children of Israel. Since the nobles saw God, 
and since it says elsewhere in Scriptures that no man may see God and live (Ex. 
33:20), then God must have acted mercifully towards the nobles in not laying His 
hand upon them (Ex. 24:11a). God’s supererogatory behavior is further evidenced 
by the fact that, far from punishing the elders, He provides them with food and drink 
(Ex. 24:11b). See Goldin, Song, ad loc. 

0 The paradigm for this argument is rule 13 of the Talmudic exposition of the 
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MRI, in comparison to MRSbY , has developed an elegant argument 
based on the unstated rabbinic doctrine of the Two Attributes of God. 7 
This rabbinic doctrine derives two different aspects of God—one 
merciful (MDT HRHMYM) and the other, just (MDT HDYN)— 
from the two Hebrew names of God, YHWH and Elohim. 8 Ex. 20:2, 
the first line of the Ten Commandments, since it contains both Hebrew 
names, proves not only that one God- was present, but that He was 
present on Sinai in both His just and His merciful manifestations. 
The complete argument allows that God can appear in different mani¬ 
festations—either as a just or as a merciful God or as both—but that 
it is always the same God and that He was present in both His mani¬ 
festations when He gave the Torah to Israel. 

Although this elaboration is quite sophisticated, there are some 
difficult aspects to it. For one thing, the two locations adduced in 
scripture for the doctrine of God’s two attributes are puzzling. They 
imply that YHWH should be seen as the just attribute, while Elohim 
should be the merciful attribute, which is exactly the opposite of the 
standard rabbinic identification. That problem will be addressed later, 
but one point can be clarified now. The argument that two figures or 
manifestations of God are possible (one ostensibly old, the other 
young) is separable from the argument that God has two attributes, 
one just and the other merciful. Of course, they are related ideas. 
But what they share is a dependence on exegesis either of the repetition 
of the name of God or the different names of God in the scripture. 

Other variations in MRI should be noted. Just as Ex. 15:3 and Ex. 
24:10 f. are introduced as separate but related cases of theophany in 
MRJ, so Dan. 7:9 is treated as a separate case of the phenomenon of 
God’s changing manifestations, as was suspected in reading MRSbY. 


Scriptures known as the Baraita of Rabbi Ishmael and found in the introduction to 
the Sijra , a tannaitic midrash on Leviticus. See Nils A. Dahl, “Widerspriiche in der 
Bibel: Ein altes hermeneutisches Problem,” Studia Theologica , 25 (1971), 1-19- 

7 Lauterbach maintains that the doctrine of God’s mercy and justice may be seen 
even in MRSbY where YHWH = A man of war would be a problem since YHWH 
should symbolize God’s mercy. This seems correct to me. The point of bringing 
in Ex. 24:10 f. here is to prove God’s mercy at the giving of the law, not merely his 
appearance as an old man in Dan. If any problem can be said to be more basic I 
suspect it is the very idea of God portrayed as a man. That is what all the passages 
have in common. Not only Dan. 7:9, Ex. 15:3, but also Is. 42:13, Ez. 1:26 would 
also qualify as dangerous, because they figure God in human form. We shall see 
that many of these are implicated in other descriptions of the heresy as well. 

8 For a complete summary of the Rabbinic Doctrine of the “Two Aspects of God,” 
see Urbach, Sages , pp. 396-407. 
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Here the details of the argument are worked out. In the apocalyptic 
vision ascribed to Daniel, two thrones appear in heaven, which imply 
two different figures to fill them. After referring to this dangerous 
idea, the midrashist has also inserted a specific remedy to the miscon¬ 
ception that “two powers in heaven’’ are being described by Daniel. 
In Dan. 7:10 scripture states that “a fiery stream... came forth from 
Him" where the singular pronoun shows that only one personage is 
present, although there may be two manifestations. 9 10 

A further elaboration in MRI must also be explained. Ex. 24:10 f. 
was quoted because Ex. 24:11b contained the proof that God was 
merciful to the Israelites at Sinai. However, the midrash also makes 
a special point of quoting Ex. 24:10b (“And the like of the very heaven 
for clearness”), which is irrelevant to the argument that God is merci¬ 
ful, the point of the proof-text. However, this biblical verse contains 
an anthropomorphic description of YHWH, (probably understood to 
describe a glorious enthronement). That it contains another merkabah 
(chariot-throne) description similar to Dan. 7:9 f. is perhaps of itself 
enough to explain the reference. However, in this case, the midrashist 
must also be alluding to other rabbinic traditions which explain how 
God’s throne could be both constructed of brick-work and be “the like 
of the very heaven for clearness.” This possible contradiction in the 
deity’s appearance is solved by assuming that when Israel was in 
bondage, God’s Shekhina or presence shared their fate symbolically by 
resting on the brickwork, but when they were freed, His throne rested 
on the clear blue heaven. 11 The redactor then must have been reason- 


9 The argument of the rabbis is not completely convincing for the text may only 
be referring to one of the two figures at this point. In fact, the rabbinic argument 
is characteristic of the method for combatting the heresy developed in the third 
century by R. Yohanan. In chapter 1 we decided that it must be considered a gloss. 
See pp. 27 and 121. 

10 It can be hown that Dan. 7:9 f. and Ex. 2T: 10 f. were seen together by early 
interpreters. T.O. states that a throne (KRS D ) is present in the vision of God at 
Ex. 24:10 f., a detail which is missing in MT and LXX but can be supplied by 
assuming the influence of other enthronement traditions. The detail could have been 
supplied from Dan. 7:9 f. but more likely both Ex. 24:10 f. and Dan. 7:9 f. were seen 
in the light of Ez. 1 and Is. 6 which contain descriptions of the throne, resting on 
a precious stone with a figure like a man sitting on it. The TJ declares that the whole 
vision was mediated by the angel Michael whose name means “Who is like God” 
and who appears as a man. 

H In the MRI Pisha XIV, the following legend is recounted: Whenever Israel 
is in bondage, the Shekhina is, as it were, in bondage with them; as it is said, 
“and they saw the God of Israel; and there was, under His feet (the like of brick¬ 
work) etc.,’ 1 i.e., even as they were engaged in making brick during their bondage, 
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ing that, since the contention under discussion is that God’s aspect 
changed in the various visions He gave to man, the legend of the 
Shekhina’s change of aspect at Ex. 24:10 should be included as well. 

The peroration at the end of MRI has also been expanded over the 
version in MRSbY. It comprises a list of biblical passages which 
combat the idea that two deities rule the cosmos, together with an 
elaboration of the many aspects of God which, nevertheless, remain 
descriptions of only one deity. As in MRSbY, it appears to be based 
on Ex. 3:14, the revelation of His name. Although God may be viewed 
in various aspects, there is a limit to how far one may go in ascribing 
independent motives to His different hypostases. 12 

MRJ, in effect, has defined more carefully than MRSbY what the 
problem of “two powers in heaven” entails, by giving us three dif¬ 
ferent texts from which the heresy can be derived: Dan. 7:9 f., Ex. 15:3, 
and Ex. 24:10 f. Furthermore, it has identified the people who believe 
in "two powers in heaven” as gentiles. In the final peroration against 
the doctrine, it does not know about the reference to the River Arnon 
which was present in MRSbY and adds Is. 46:4 to the list of scriptural 
passages which may be used as a corrective against the false doctrine. 
MRJ and MRSbY must have a sophisticated “legend” in common to¬ 
gether with some independent development. 

The last recension of these traditions, PR 21 (100b) is very late. 
It records similar objections against “two powers in heaven” ascribed 


so He had at His feet, the likeness of a brick, symbolizing His sharing of their 
fate.) But when they were redeemed, it was, as the verse says, “The like of the very 
heaven for clearness"—i.e., the brightness of the skies symbolizing God’s joy. See for 
a complete presentation of the argument Goldin, Song, p. 127, who bases his well 
argued suggestion on I. Levy, “Kin Wort iiber die Mikhilta des R. Simeon,” p. 9 n. 1. 
See also the rabbinic discussion in j. Suk. 4:5. 

12 MRSbY introduces these thoughts as another interpretation (DBR 3 HR.) It also 
makes the name of God a part of the explicit commentary by saying: The Lord is a 
man of war—(this means) He makes battle in Kgypt; the Lord is His name—He 
battles at the sea and is the same at the Jordan and the same at the Arnon, the same 
in this world and the same in the world to come, the same in the past and the same 
in the future age. The passage, hence, has been further expanded by MRSbY to 
include the events of the Arnon. (For description of saving events at Arnon see, 
Tan B, IV, 126-27, Tan. Hukhat 19, Nu. R. 19:24, SZ 23-24, b. Ber. 59a-59b. Also 
Ginzberg, Legends , III, p. 337 f. and VI, p. 116 f.) The proof-texts have been expanded 
as well, by the addition of two more biblical quotations—Is. 44:6 between Dt. 32:39 
and Is. 41:4 and also Is. 48:12 at the end. It is possible that each of the four scriptural 
quotations is to be taken as a specific proof for the corresponding previous statement 
of God’s immutability. (See Goldin, Song , p. 128.) In the Bahodesh traditions, 
the statements of God’s constancy are present but the proof-texts are Dt. 32:39, 
Is. 46:4, Is. 44:6, and Is. 41:4. 
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to a third generation amora, R. Hiyya b. Abba (290-320 C.E.) there¬ 
fore is later than him. Notice that the midrash is occasioned by Moses’ 
vision of God “face to face,” confirming that theophany and anthro¬ 
pomorphism are basic issues in the tradition. Moses’ special gift in 
somehow seeing God or His angel, though it may contradict Ex. 33, 
remains a central preoccupation. R. Levi (290-320 C.E.) first contri¬ 
butes the midrash that God appears in whatever form is appropriate 
to His action. He uses Ex. 15:3 as his proof-text that God appeared as a 
young man at the Sea. Interestingly enough, he seems at first not to 
be interested in Ex. 24:10 f., which demonstrates elsewhere that God 
appeared in His merciful form. Rather, he emphasizes the youth-age 
contrast by quoting Job 12:12 to the effect that age denotes wisdom. 
Hence, it was appropriate for God to have appeared in aged form on 
Sinai. This exegesis effectively splits the tradition into its two logical 
aspects—the first only concerning the forms in which God appeared; 
the second, which follows, concerning His attitude of grace or anger 
at each manifestation. To each of the separate strands of the tradition, 
R. Hiyya b. Abba answers in Aramaic, rather than Hebrew, that if a 
heretic says that there are “two gods” based on Dan. 7:9 f., one is to 
remind him that God stated that He is the same at the Sea and at 
Sinai. 13 Here, both the Sinai theophany and the Daniel vision are 
central texts. In the second midrash, R. Hiyya b. Abba uses Dt. 5:4 as a 
proof-text that all God’s faces (i.e., aspects) are present at Sinai. Ex. 
24:10 f. does not appear, but R. Hiyya b. Abba refers to the same 
theophany given to Moses, as it is reported in Deuteronomy instead of 
Exodus. He also deals with the same troublesome report that the elders 
saw God. All of this leads to the conclusion that this version of the 
tradition is quite late. The themes of God’s appearance and human 
form have been divided into separate issues in order to deal with each 
more conveniently and fully, but the relationship to the name of God 
has grown more obscure. 

In just three passages, then, we have become aware of the develop¬ 
ment of a tradition over a vast period of time. Traditions with so 
many different layers present immense dating problems. Each layer 
can only be dated by approximation. Later, I will show that extra- 


^ Since God never directly says in scripture that He was at the Sea and at Sinai, 
one must conclude that R. Hiyya is referring to an earlier midrash which resembled 
the text in MRSbY or MR! or even to targumic exegesis of Ex. 3 since R. Hiyya 
quotes in Aramaic. Note that the term “two gods” (ditheism) can be equated with 
“two powers” (binitarianism) in this passage. 
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rabbinic writings contain similar traditions making a first century origin 
plausible on external grounds. To anticipate only a fraction of the 
evidence, Philo attests to the pervasiveness and antiquity of the problem 
of God’s apearance and His different aspects. 14 Since Philo states 
that he relies on ancient Jewish tradition, his writings, including those 
pertaining to the exegesis of the names of God, may indicate the anti¬ 
quity of the tradition. That Philo knows the issue suggests a possible 
origin well before the birth of Jesus. But Philo’s writing suggests more 
than a continuing issue. He employs very similar scriptures and suggests 
the existence of widespread scriptural traditions, since the rabbis, a 
century later, know nothing of him directly and are not indebted to 
him for their exegesis. Yet Philo and the rabbis independently interpret 
the different names of God both as signifying different figures and as 
symbolizing His attributes. Preliminary indications are, therefore, that 
many parts of the Jewish community in various places and periods 
used the traditions which the rabbis claim is an heretical conception 
of the deity. 

Although we shall see that Philo uses both traditions about different 
manifestations of God and traditions about His contrasting attributes in 
his exegetical discussions, the rabbis emphasize the latter and warn 
against the former. We can see how the two different manifestations 
of God present in Daniel’s vision might trouble the rabbis. It is not 
too much to suppose that some kind of argument about contrasting 
manifestations of God in different theophany texts was known to Philo 
and used by him but that it was later opposed by the rabbis who called 
other people who espoused that kind of argument “two powers” 
heretics. 

It is not possible to decide exactly when rabbinic opposition to such 
doctrines started. For one thing, it is nearly impossible to be sure of 
the wording of rabbinic traditions before 200 C.E. much less before 
70 C.E., when the rabbis became the leaders of the Jewish community. 
Most rabbinic traditions, at least as we have them, were written sub¬ 
sequently. 15 So we cannot blithely assume that the rabbinic reports 
date from the Second Commonwealth. 

However, with Philo’s evidence, we have reason to suppose their 


11 See p. I 59 f. 

l® Jacob Neusner, Traditions of the Pharisees, claims that it was the academies 
after 70 that developed the forms of recording traditions. This argument has much 
merit and even if there are exceptions to his rule, it is best to earn them, instead of 
conveniently assuming that any passage is early. 
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antiquity. Furthermore some attempts at dating are possible. We can 
be sure that the root argument is quite ancient. This is because the 
doctrine of the two attributes (MDWT) of God is important to the 
rabbinic defense against the argument that God has two manifestations. 
Yet, the doctrine about the two attributes of God in the text under 
consideration is not quite consonant with the orthodox version. Ex. 15:3 
contains the name of YHWH, which signifies mercy in the rabbinic 
system, while the sense of the passage requires the aspect of justice 
to be present. (YHWH is a Man of War.) Ex. 24:10 contains the 
construct form of the name Elohim, which signifies justice in the 
rabbinic system, while the interpretation requires that God show mercy 
("And they saw the God of Israel..." yet remained alive!). The rabbis 
would certainly not have discussed such a contradictory passage, had it 
not already become a crux interpretations on independent grounds. 
Whether or not the Mekhilta reflects an earlier rabbinic notion of the 
identification of attributes with the names of God, *0 or merely heretical 
understanding of such a tradition, the fact that it differs from the 
orthodox tradition allows us one conclusion: The tradition must have 
preceded the firm fixing of the rabbinic doctrine of the two attributes 
(MDWT) of God. After the tradition was fixed, no rabbi would have 
considered the consequences of this alternative identification of divine 
names, without noting that he knew what his forebearers had believed. 
It is, therefore, probable that the doctrine was characteristic of the 
heretics themselves. Since no one believes the rabbis knew of Philo, 
these heretics must have known of an exegetical tradition like Philo’s. 

The date of the origin for the rabbinic doctrine of the two attributes 
(MDWT) of God has been the subject of some controversy. A. Mar- 
morstein 17 tried to maintain that R. Meir and R. Simeon b. Yohai 


LG There is evidence that other kinds of Jews identified traditions in different 
ways. PhiJo identified the names and attributes in ways opposing to the accepted 
rabbinic doctrine. See N. A. Dahl and A. Segal, “Philo and the Rabbis on the 
Names of God,” /5/, forthcoming. There is certainly a case to be made that the rabbis 
knew of an earlier doctrine, congruent with the Philonic one and that they subsequently 
fought against it. 

17 Marmorstein, The Old Rabbinic Doctrine of God showed that the “old*’ phrases, 
attribute of punishment (MDT HPWR C NWT), and attribute of good (MDT 
HTWB) occur in discussions between R. Gamaliel II (80-110) and R. Akiba (110- 
135). Midr. Ps. 119 f. cf., San. 81a, Makk. 24a. They are also used once by R. Simeon 
b. Abba (290-320) (Gen. R. 9), although these latter may be a repetition of older 
speculation. In some of the sayings of R. Meir (ARN 30) (135-170) and R. Simeon 
b. Yohai (135-170) (Tan. 1:34), the older sayings are used, although in other tradi¬ 
tions they also use the new terms. R. Jose b. Halafta (135-170) and R. Judah b. Ilai 
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(middle second century) were the first to use the terms MDT HDYN 
(attribute of justice) and MDT HRHMYM (attribute of mercy). He 
suggested that MDT HTWB (attribute of good) and MDT HPWR C - 
NWT (attribute of punishment), synonyms for the accepted doctrine 
found in some tannaitic documents, were actually the technical terms 
of an earlier doctrine and were discarded by the rabbis, under the 
pressure of the gnostic menace. This much has been widely accepted. 
He also suggested that the surviving rabbinic doctrine was not antique 
and had been deliberately altered from an earlier one, out of polemical 
and apologetic motives. He even tried to prove that traces of an earlier, 
Philonic correlation of divine names and attributes were still to be 
found in some rabbinic texts. For instance, he tried to show that R. 
Akiba was unaware that “Elohim” could have the implication of 
"judge.” However, that conclusion is too hasty. The same passage may 
be interpreted to indicate that R. Akiba was aware of the standard 
doctrine. 18 That would mean that the standard rabbinic doctrine could 
have been developed even earlier than R. Akiba. What is more im¬ 
portant, the orthodox doctrine was massively developed by rabbis like 
R. Simeon and R. Meir only a few years after Akiba’s death. 

Now, since Marmorstein’s time we have had to become more 
skeptical of attributions to tannaitic sages. Though they are not neces¬ 
sarily later, the attributions themselves cannot be the final proof of 
a tannaitic date. So far, we know only that rabbinic use of “justice 


(135-170) still tail use the old designations for the two attributes, but the new terms 
are also reputed to be in use by the same masters. These rabbis, then, are supposed 
by rabbinic tradition to be the beginnings of the transition of the use of the new 
terms (MDT HDYN and MDT HRHMYM). From this Marmorstein deduced that 
the terms “attribute of mercy’' and “attribute of justice" are no older than the middle 
of the second century and are probably younger than that. 

18 Marmorstein maintains that R. Akiba did not know that Elohim meant judge 
because in Mekhilta Kaspa 1 (Mishpatim 19; H-R, p. 317 and Lauterbach III, p. 151) 
he treats the name of God as holy. But he would have had to be aware of the issue 
in order to have made such a ruling. So the opposite is the case. Furthermore, the 
origin of the current vocabulary is even attributed to earlier sages than Marmorstein 
thought. It can be seen in the sayings of R. Yosi Hagelili (Gen*. R. 26:6, b. Sanh. 
38b). In fact, some aspects of the tradition linking God's names and His attributes are 
biblical. In Jonah 3:8 and 4:3, God's change of mind in regard to the punishment 
of Nineveh is interpreted by means of God’s interpretation of His name to Moses 
in Ex. 34:6: “YHWH, YHWH is a God merciful and gracious, longsuffering and 
abundant in goodness and truth." So the interpretation of the names of God as related 
to mercy is ancient. However the scripture is ambiguous enough to be used equally 
by the rabbis or by Philo as a demonstration of their respective systems of interpreting 
the names of God. 
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and mercy” arguments to counter heresy were attributed unselfcon¬ 
sciously to Akiba or earlier. We shall see that some of the attributions 
are likely to be accurate. The heated debates about mercy and justice 
are entirely appropriate to the gnostic menace of the early and middle 
second century. We will have to wait for the extra-rabbinic evidence 
to see that some Jews discussed such doctrines as early as Philo. 

Marmorstein has been severely criticized and largely dismissed 
because he maintained that the rabbis actually used the Philonic identi¬ 
fication of divine names, only changing to the received tradition in the 
face of gnostic opposition of the second century. As I tried to indicate 
above, his critics were right to question his arguments in several places. 
There is not sufficient evidence to reach his conclusion. But, having 
dismissed his arguments about a prior rabbinic formulation of the 
doctrine of God’s two attributes, Marmorstein’s critics failed to come 
to terms with the larger questions which he raised 19 —the relationship 
between the Philonic and rabbinic tradition of the names of God. The 
ancient terms for the attributes—attribute of goodness and attribute 
of punishment—do parallel Philo’s normal vocabulary to discuss God’s 
powers. 20 Furthermore, the important point is not the disagreement 
between the rabbis and Philo over the interpretation of the names of 
God but their fundamental agreement that God is the author of both 
justice and mercy. Both would say that God does mercifully even when 
He is administering strict justice. It is the mixture that is important. 
That is certainly the moral of the passage in the Mekhilta as well. 
Furthermore, that is exactly the issue over which the received termino¬ 
logy of the rabbinic doctrine was formulated. This would suggest that 
“Hellenistic” and “Palestinian” Judaism were not separated by as wide 
a gap as is usually maintained. But for now, it is not germane to discuss 
how the similarity came about. Our problem is the date of the tra¬ 
ditions. We have already seen that the “justice and mercy” traditions 
were added onto the basic Mekhilta argument about a manlike hypo¬ 
stasis of God in order to defeat the heretical implication that there is 
more than one God. Rabbinic literature attributes the debate over mercy 
and justice to R. Akiba and his successors of the mid-second century. 
The received vocabulary for discussing such questions did not develop 


19 For more detail see N. A. Dahl and Alan F. Segal “Philo and the Rabbis and the 
Names of God,*' JSJ y forthcoming. 

20 MDT HTWB = dynamis agathoteios, MDT HPWR C NWT = dynamis kola- 
si erios. See p. 173. 
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until shortly later, according to these reports. Furthermore, the tradition 
now under scrutiny in the Mekhilta seems to be part of the earlier 
stage of that discussion since it does not use the standard vocabulary. 
The next serious question which must be answered is: Can the midrashic 
attribution to the great rabbis of the second century be trusted? This 
can only be answered by comparing these traditions with others of that 
period. First, traditions can be compared with others attributed to R. 
Akiba and his circle. That exercise can increase our confidence that a 
mid-second century dating is possible. Finally, we must look for evidence 
outside of the midrash that the date can be maintained. Then we can 
reach some confidence that the two strands of the tradition—the 
appearances of God and the attributes of God—were joined in the 
mid-second century. 

Some rabbinic traditions ascribed to R. Akiba make it possible that 
the period of his lifetime and immediately afterward was the begin¬ 
ning of the written record of such battles. They even suggest why the 
issue of “mercy” and “justice” became so important: 

One passage says: His throne was fiery flames (Dan. 7:9) and another 
passage says: Until thrones were placed ; and One that teas ancient of 
days did sit —there is no contradiction; One (throne) for Him, and 
one for David: this is the view of R. Akiba. Said R. Yosi the Galilean 
to him: Akiba, how long will you treat the divine presence as profane! 
Rather, one for justice and one for grace. Did he accept (this explana¬ 
tion) from him, or did he not accept it?—come and hear: One for 
justice and one for grace; this is the view of R. Akiba. 21 

These two rabbis were perplexed by the seeming contradiction in 
the verses. In one place, more than one throne is indicated by the plural 
form of the noun. In another place “His (God's) throne was fiery 
flames” implies only one throne. Does this mean that the “son of man” 
in the next verse was enthroned next to God? Rabbi Akiba (110-135 
C.E.) affirms the possibility, stating that the other throne was for 
David. Akiba must be identifying the “son of man” with the Davidic 


21 b. Hag. 14a Tr. Epstein. Cf. also b. Sanhedrin 38a where other rabbis are said 
to oppose R. Akiba. See also next interpretation of the verse in b. Hagigah where 
Eleazar b. Azariah states that the two thrones are actually a throne and a foo-trest 
(Is. 66:1). 

Immediately before this midrash, the rabbis associate the description of the Ancient 
of Days in Dan. 7:9 with the description of the young man in Song of Songs 5:11 
and bring up the contradiction in appearance. They settle the contradiction by saying 
that one manifestation is apt for the Lord sitting in counsel the next for the Lord 
in war. 
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messiah. Nor was R. Akiba alone in the rabbinic movement in identi¬ 
fying the figure in heaven as the messiah. There is some evidence that 
Judaism contained other traditions linking these verses in Daniel with 
the messiah. 22 

However plausible. R. Akiba’s interpretation, it is opposed by his 
colleague, R. Yosi, who explicitly states that the throne is for a divine 
rather than a messianic figure. It is not clear that Akiba would have 
seen the two categories as contradictory. 23 Yet, the outcome of that 
controversy was that R. Akiba agreed that the two thrones in heaven 
should symbolize the two aspects of God’s providence—His mercy 
and His justice. God is viewed as sitting on one throne when judging 
mercifully and on the other when judging by strict justice. 24 It is 

22 There are reports of rabbinic exegesis of Dan. 7:9 which grant the messiah 
the title "Son of a Cloud” (See G. Vermes, "The Use of Bar Nash/Bar Nasha in 
Jewish Aramaic” in M. Black, An Aramaic Approach to the Gospel and Acts. Also 
H. Lietzmann, Der Menschensohn (Leipzig: 1896), p. 41. Other exegetes who lived 
even after Akiba also interpreted Dan. 7:9 f. messianically, but the specific image 
of two enthronements in heaven is no longer mentioned. See, e.g., M. Ps. 21:5 where 
R. Berekiah (350-375) interprets the verse in Dan. to refer to "the king messiah” 
and he attributes this tradition to R. Samuel (d. 254). 

23 Akiba is known for his doctrine of the political role for the Messiah. He was 
much criticized by later rabbis for having identified Bar Kokhba as the Messiah 
(M. Ps. 60:9, 10). See Lam. R. 2:4 where the anti-Bar Kokhba material is traced 
to Judah the Prince. This ought to cast serious doubt on the scholarly opinion that 
there were two, separate, messianic ideas current in Israel—one purely political and 
native to Israelite thought, the second eschatological and absorbed from Iranian 
thought. (See Mowinckel, He that Cometh ). Furthermore, as we know from Qumran, 
a given community could, in fact, believe in more than one messiah (in this case, a 
kingly and a priestly figure) each of whom functioned both politically and eschatolo- 
gically. See M. Smith, "What is implied by the variety of Messianic Figures?” JBL , 
78 (1959), 66-72. It is much more logical to assume that each community sought 
legitimation of its historical situation and eschatological aspirations from the text 
of the Bible. See Nils Dahl, "Eschatology and History in the Light of the Qumran 
Texts,” in The Future of our Religious Past , ed. J. M. Robinson, pp. 9-28. Viewed in 
this light, the whole controversy between Judaism and whatever sectarians used this 
verse would turn on the differing midrashic understandings of the identity of the 
second figure enthroned in Dan. See p. 201. Apparently, R. Yosi’s opinion did not cut 
off such messianic interpretation entirely. It was the particular time of Akiba and 
Yosi which uniquely felt that such Messianic idea were too dangerous to allow to 
flourish. 

24 It should be noted that the vocabulary used here is not congruent with the 
doctrine of God’s mercy and His justice. Instead of RHMYM, as we would expect, 
we find the word §DQH. Basically this word derives from the root meaning "straight¬ 
ness,” "righteousness,” or "justification,” and, in biblical usage, would be another 
word referring to God's justice. In rabbinic texts, however, the word conventionally 
means acts of charity, pointing to the fact that often justice was viewed to contain mercy 
as well. The rabbis only separated the two terms "justice” and "mercy” when they 
needed to make a point about their distinction. 



CONFLICTING APPEARANCES OF GOD 


49 


significant that a central figure in the rabbinic movement like R. Akiba 
was alleged to have proposed messianic interpretations of Dan. 7:9. 
Ironically he subsequently reconsidered those opinions by substituting 
an opinion in which both figures in heaven were seen to be divine, 
one God in two hypostases. The corrective to the messianic interpretation 
is to claim that the verse referred to God’s aspects of mercy and justice. 
Since messianism and “son of man” speculations are characteristic of 
the Bar Kokhba period and earlier both the “mercy and justice” aspects 
of the tradition as well as Dan. 7:9 traditions could have become 
centrally important to rabbinic discussions in the middle of the second 
century. The atmosphere of that time is a plausible setting even though 
no text so far quoted is unimpeachable evidence of the antiquity of the 
traditions and no one would suggest these are Akiba’s actual words. 

Since R. Akiba died as a martyr as a result of the failure of the 
Bar Kokhba rebellion and since he was known to have supported Bar 
Kokhba’s messianic claim, it is not surprising that a tradition reports 
that he recanted his views. But since the tradition comes to us only 
in a later text, we must be prepared to accept the probability that the 
alternate interpretation of Dan. 7:9f.—namely, that the two thrones 
were for mercy and justice—was a later addition, ascribing the “ortho¬ 
dox” interpretation to a great rabbinic leader, whom time had proven 
wrong. Thus, the messianic controversy over Dan. 7:13 is probably 
from R. Akiba’s time; the mercy-justice revision is probably from 
his students. 

However, if Akiba’s messianic interpretation of the passage is 
rejected, it is clear that other groups would also have been rejected 
if they went even further than Akiba—not only ascribing messiah- 
ship to the second figure in the Daniel vision, but also ascribing divine 
or angelic stature to the figure. Both apocalyptic Jews and Christians 
can be shown to combine the angelic or divine interpretations of the 
passage with their messianic candidate. 2 5 Jews similar to Philo, who 
did not often talk about the Daniel vision, but did give special authority 
to a second, angelic or metaphysical manifestation of God in heaven, 


25 That the second figure in the Dan. 7 vision should be seen as the messiah 
is not evident from the text. An angel would be far more likely candidate in any scene 
taking place in heaven. Indeed, see J. J. Collins, “The Son of Man and the Saints of 
the most High in the Book of Daniel,’’ JBL, 93 (1974) who believes Michael is 
meant. Gabriel is an equally likely candidate. For a discussion of the various apo¬ 
calyptic groups and, of course, Christianity, which identified the “son of man’’ as 
the Messiah, see p. 201 f. Philo did not often talk about the Dan. 7 passage and did 
not identify any hypostasis of God with the messiah, 
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could be said to have affirmed a second power. It seems possible that 
any and all of these groups could be the targets of the charge. At 
any rate it is important to note that the exegesis involved believing in 
two complementary powers, not two opposing powers, thus ruling out 
Qumran sectarians and extreme gnostics as the originators of the heresy. 

If the doctrine of God’s two attributes is used as a remedy to Mes- 
sianism shortly after the time of R. Akiba, the tradition of the Shek- 
hina’s change of aspect (linked to Ex. 24:10 f.) is also portrayed 
as a favorite subject of the sage. The tradition of the Shekhina’s 
empathy with Israel in bondage and in freedom is frequently found 
in midrash together with many traditions attributed to R. Akiba. 
For instance, he discusses 2 Sam. 7:23, which states: 

What other nation on earth is like Thy people Israel, whom God went 
to redeem to be His people, making Himself a name, and doing for 
them great and terrible things, by driving out before His people a 
nation and its God? 

Akiba interprets a nation and its God (GWY WTWHYW) to refer 
to the empathy between the Shekhina and Israel. 26 “Were it not for 
the fact that scripture actually says it,” R. Akiba says, “one would not 
be justified in such an interpretation.” But since the verse seems to 
say that God redeems Himself when He redeems Israel, scripture can 
only mean that the Shekhina came out of Egypt with Israel. In this 
context, R. Akiba may be comforting the people during the great 
sufferings of the second uprising. It is also probable that ideas of this 
kind reflect an acceptable, more moderate, unheretical version of the 
very traditions which the rabbis found dangerous. 

There is, therefore, good reason to suspect that the traditions of 
the Shekhina’s change in aspect could go back to R. Akiba. There is 
also good reason to believe that Ex. 24:10 was the source of the 
dangerous interpretations. "They saw the God of Israel” together 
with the description of the figure on the throne was a crux of inter¬ 
pretation for many scriptural communities. That it seemed to contradict 
Ex. 33:20 is part of the problem. The other part of the problem is 

20 See, e.g., Pisha XIV (I 113-115) and Sifre Behaalotekha 84, p. 82. The verse has 
been traditionally understood to have omitted the phrases than can be supplied by 
comparing it with 1 Chron. 17:21. This issue is quite closely related to that of the 
early dating of the Shiur Koma literature. See Lieberman (118-126 of Scholem, Jewish 
Gnosticism) who feds that the human appearance of God at Sinai was central to 
the thought of Akiba and brings copious evidence to prove it. See below, n. 27 and 
the works of Gruenwaid. 
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that Moses is supposed to have seen either God or an angel of God. 
This might imply that the God of Israel was equivalent with the 
angel of YHWH. If so, was YHWH an angel or God? 27 i n the 
second century C.E., R. Judah b. Ilai warned against translating this 
verse at all. To translate literally would falsify the meaning, since no 
man can see God and live. To insert the word “angel” for God would 
be blasphemous (and imply two powers?). The only possible rendering 
of the verse according to him is, “And they saw the glory of the God 
of Israel.” Accordingly, almost all the targumim make such a trans¬ 
lation. 28 

These traditions in the targums are explicitly related to the rabbinic 
polemic about the interpretation of divine names. At Ex. 3:14 the 
Palestinian targums point out that the newly revealed name of God 
means, “I am He who was with you in the bondage of Egypt and who 
will be with you in every bondage.” This language is meant to interpret 
the divine name itself. 20 Apparently, whenever a second figure, either 
in the Pentateuch or in Dan,, could be identified as a quasi-divine or 
independent angelic figure, the rabbis would fight vociferously against 


27 See p. 60 f., 182 f., 196 f„ 244 f. 

28 The same mechanism was used with reference in Isaiah’s vision of the figure 
on the temple throne (Is. 6:2 f.). Thus it is possible to find the Gospel of John 
12:42 state that Isaiah saw the glory of Christ (for God), as the prophet’s book says. 
The Fourth Gospel is surely an example of what the rabbis found heretical. See 
p. 214 f. 

29 These concepts are associated with personifications even when they are not 
described as the Shekhina. For instance, TO to Ex. 24:10 has: “The footstool of His 
feet as the work of pure sapphire stones, and as the aspect of the heavens when 
they are cleared from clouds.” But TP has: “And Moshe and Aharon, Nadab and 
Abihu and seventy elders of Israel went up. And Nadab and Abihu lifted up their 
eyes and saw the glory of the God of Israel; and under the footstool of His feet which 
was placed beneath His throne, was like the work of sapphire stone—a memorial 
of the servitude with which the Egyptians had made the children of Israel to serve in 
clay and bricks, there had been women treading clay with their husbands; the delicate 
young woman with child was also there and made abortive by being beaten down 
with the clay. And thereof did Gabriel, descending, make brick, and, going up to the 
heavens on high, set it, a footstool under the throne of the Lord of the World, whose 
splendour was as the work of a precious stone, and as the power of the beauty of the 
heavens when they are clear from clouds.” (See also T.P. to Ex. 15:3.) 

Here the throne belongs to the “Lord of the World,” who is God’s principal angel 
(see p. 67, 189, 214, 256 f.) and evidently has the angel Gabriel under his control. 

In discussing the youthful appearance of God, the rabbis might reflect some anti- 
merkabah or anti-Christian arguments. See Song of Songs R. 2:14 and TJ Ex. 24:10. 
Ps. 110, central to Christian exegesis, is normally interpreted to refer to Abraham, 
but a possible defensive folktale countering Christianity or apocalyptic messianism may 
be found in the M. Ps. to Ps. 110 where the verse is interpreted to mean that the 
Messiah will sit and study while God goes out to conquer Israel's enemies. 
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it. Once it was clear that this divine figure who seemed to be God, 
who carried His name, and who acted for God, could be called the 
Shekhina or the Kavod and not an independent deity, the rabbis accepted 
and expanded the tradition. 

Thus it is not impossible that some of the tradition of the Mekhilta 
can go back to the second century. Let us return to the Mekhilta tradition 
for a moment to summarize what may be concluded. When all the 
traditions which must be later than R. Akiba are removed from MRJ, 
we are left with an argument that looks rather like the argument 
common to both MSbY and MRl. The argument would serve to oppose 
any repetition of the divine name “YHWH” which could be construed 
as implying two independent deities. It would also oppose any iden¬ 
tification of the two Hebrew names for God with two different inde¬ 
pendent divinities. To be sure, the peroration that God will continuously 
manifest himself ("He was in the past and He will be in the future”) 
is present in both recensions but it is listed as a separate tradition in 
MRSbY and probably develops as an interpretation of YHWH based 
on Ex. 3:14. That leaves us with a kernel of traditions which associate 
the heresy with the warrior figure in Ex. 15:3 or the unspecified 
merciful figure at Sinai, together with the text of Dan. 7:9 f. The 
Dan. passage does, in fact, supply two figures in heaven, one old and 
one young. It seems likely, then, that the rabbis were opposed to any 
tradition of a manlike figure in heaven, acting independently of God. 

The biblical passages are important in themselves. Dan. 7:9 f. can 
certainly be seen to allow for a “two powers” interpretation. Traditions 
about the human figure (YHWH’s angel, but still God of Israel) seen at 
Ex. 24:10 f. allow for “two powers” interpretations without reference 
to other scripture. The same can be said for Ex. 15:3 (at least according 
to MRSbY). It is therefore probable that the rabbis have put these 
Exodus theophany passages together because some opponent also saw 
a reason to connect them. 

The traditions of intermediation also seem appropriate to other 
rabbinic discussions attributed to the mid-second century. The problem 
is to relate the “mercy and justice” issue with the “intermediation” 
tradition. But the issues or mercy and justice are not necessarily related 
to the intermediation tradition in any definite fashion. The connection 
between "mercy and justice” and the “intermediation” is being made 
by the rabbis, because both traditions depend on an exegesis of the 
names of God. The rabbis are offering the mercy-justice exegesis as a 
substitute for the heretical implications of the intermediation tradition. 
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It is also clear that the intermediation tradition should be dated earlier 
since it is basic to the polemic. Therefore, dating the first redaction 
could depend on finding out when issues of mercy and justice became 
important to the rabbinic community. If it can be shown with reliable 
tannaitic sources that issues of mercy and justice actually are tannaitic 
and not merely ascribed to the tannaim by the later rabbis, then we 
have better reason to trust at least some of the attributions of the 
legends in this chapter. If arguments about mercy and justice do 
characterize tannaitic thought, then the heretical traditions are likely to 
be even earlier, since they logically must antedate the intermediation 
tradition. 

There are several famous mishnahs which discuss mercy and justice, 
or good and evil, and thus show with a reliable source that these 
issues were important to the tannaim. 30 Some of these discussions 
were even linked to the heresy of “two powers in heaven” by the 
amoraim, so they will discussed below. 31 There, it will become evident 
that the link between mercy and justice and a heresy explicitly called 
“two powers in heaven” cannot be demonstrated from the mishnah 
alone. But we do not know yet when the heresy ivas explicitly named 
“two powers in heaven .” All that is required for the moment is to show 
that the issues of mercy and justice are traceable to the tannaim. That 
is sufficient to imply that the original heresy is probably older than 
the second century, for we know that the tannaim linked the issue of 
God’s appearance in different forms with the issue of His justice and 
mercy in order to defeat the idea that two divine hypostases operated 
independently. The clearest statement of tannaitic concern is in Ber. 9:5: 

Man is bound to bless (God) for the evil even as he blesses (God) for 
the good, for it is said, And thou shalt love YHWH thy God with 
all they heart and with all they soul and with all thy might. (Dt. 6:4). 
With all thy heart —with both impulses, thy good impulse and thy 
evil impulse; and with all thy soul —even if He take thy soul; and with 
all thy might —with all thy wealth. Another interpretation is: With all 
thy might —for whichever measure (MDH) He measures out to thee 
(MWDD), do give him thanks (MWDH) exceedingly. 

This is a very interesting mishnah. It states the rabbinic and biblical 
notion that God is the author of good and evil. It explicitly argues that 
no personage other than God is to be acknowledged for evil. It brings 
in Dt. 6:4 as the salient scriptural citation. Dt. 6:4 was exceptionally 

:, ° See, e.g. Ber. 5:3, 9:3, Meg. 4:9. 

31 See p. 98 f. 
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helpful to Philo in the context of God’s uniqueness and will appear 
frequently in rabbinic discussions of “two powers in heaven.” Further¬ 
more, the mishnah links its discussion of divine providence to the 
technical terminology for God’s attributes (MDWT). Since the mish¬ 
nah is an unimpeachable tannaitic source, a mid-second century date is 
quite probable for a discussion of mercy and justice, just as the midrash 
attributions imply. Furthermore, the mid-second century is likely as the 
date for the combination of the two traditions in the Mekhilta and 
implies that the basic issue of the form of God’s appearance to man 
is older still. Of course the texts themselves are later and alternative 
reconstructions can be imagined, but a second century date and gnostic 
impetus has become likely as the cause of the redaction. Since the 
rabbinic attributions can probably trusted, at least in part, the whole 
tradition would fit the following chronological scheme: (1) A second 
manifestation of God can be shown in Hellenistic mystical and apo¬ 
calyptic Judaism as early as the beginning of the Common Era (e.g., 
Philo). (2) Extreme varieties of this kind of speculation came to be 
opposed by the rabbis. (3) By the mid-second century, R. Akiba or his 
admiring successors in his name were using the doctrine of God’s 
aspects of mercy and justice to counter the heresy. The defense went 
as follows: The contradiction between Ex. 15:3 and Ex. 24:10, can 
be reconciled by means of Ex. 20:2. Thus Dt. 32, Is. 44 f. and Ex. 20:2 
are the main rabbinic proof-texts for the unity of God. Since the 
argument about God’s justice and mercy is not consonant with the 
normative rabbinic doctrince, it seems probable that the rabbis were 
responding to opponents with a tradition associating justice and mercy 
with the names of God in a different fashion. (4) The issues which 
Passage 1 raise are discussed often by R. Akiba and his pupils—making 
the situation of the Bar Kokhba Revolt (ca. 135 C.E.) not impossible 
as a setting for the growth of a consolation theme. (5) Many parts 
of the traditions are obviously later elaborations and the final redaction 
may have been medieval. But at least one more part of the argument 
(that the singular of any verse counteracts the dangerous implications 
of a divine plural) is typical of the early amoraic period and attributed 
alternatively to R. Simlai and R. Yohanan. (6) The peroration at the 
end of Passage 1 could testify to the ferocity of the argument as early 
as the second century because it is targumic as well as midrashic. 
At any rate it represents an interpretation of the divine name YHWH 
which is extraordinarily relevant to the argument with the heretics. 

Determining the identity of the group of heretics in question remains 
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a serious problem. The many versions contain two different descriptions 
of possessors of the doctrine. While MRSbY describes only the doctrine, 
MRJ describes those professing belief in the doctrine as “gentiles” and 
PR calls a person with such beliefs either a “whoreson” or “son of 
heresy” depending on the translation. Each of these terms will have 
to be investigated. 

MRI: “gentiles,” lit. “the nations of the world.” Even though there 
are no major variants to these lines in MRI , Herford 32 suggested 
that the earliest version of the tradition must have read minim “secta¬ 
rians” instead of “gentiles.” It must be remembered that Herford 
identified all minim with Christians. According to him, “nations of 
the world” was inserted in the place of “sectarians” because the dis¬ 
cussion in MRJ in reference to the Ten Commandments (Bahodesh 5) 
contained many other traditions that dealt with the “gentiles.” 

Herford’s arguments are misdirected in several respects. First of all, 
there is no conclusive evidence that minim always meant Christians. 33 
Nor is it clear that the substitution of "gentiles” for sectarian can be 
supported. Although the context allows for a possibility of confusing 
“gentile” with “heretic” in the version of MRI, no such confusion can 
occur in the Shirta version. Furthermore, there is no textual evidence 
for such an assertion. Its only virtue is that it advances Herford’s 
thesis. I see no reason to ignore the prima facie evidence that “gentiles” 
is the correct reading. That would seem to eliminate the immediate 
targets for the rabbinic charges “heterodox Jews” whose philosophy 
resembled Philo, together with apocalyptists, or mystics. However this 
is only one description of the heresy. 

Though “the nations of the world” is the best rendering of the 
text, they must have been gentiles well-versed in Jewish tradition to 
have offered such a dangerous and sophisticated interpretation of 
Dan. 7:9 f. To be sure, the rabbis often put biblical quotations in the 
mouths of gentiles, stylizing in Jewish idiom a view which gentiles 
may well have had. However, here the heresy is not just proof-texted 
by reference to Dan. 7:9 f., Ex. 15:3, and Ex. 24:10 f. It actually 
rests on an exegesis of those texts, to which the rabbis have offered 
their own exegesis as a corrective. Thus, the argument may have origin¬ 
ated in the Hellenistic milieu with people who were interested in 
Judaism but had not yet become Jews according to rabbinic definition. 

32 Herford, p. 301. 

33 Places where minim cannot mean Christians consist of places where minim are 
described as disbelieving in resurrection of the dead. See e.g., j Ber. 9c. 
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In the second century, this group would certainly have contained gentile 
Christians 34 who are the best contenders for this charge, though they 
are not the only group who could have been designated. We know 
some gentiles were “God-fearers” but had not accepted circumcision, 
thus invalidating their conversions in the opinion of most rabbis. 

R. Hiyya b. Abba (290-320), a Babylonian amora who was contem¬ 
porary with R. Levi and who immigrated to Palestine to study with 
R. Yohanan, is portrayed as calling whoever would believe in two gods 
“the son of harlot.” Marmorstein suggested that either gnosticism or 
Christianity may be implied by such a term. 35 Both Herford 3(i and 
Lauterbach 37 felt that the polemic was occasioned by Christianity. 
They argued that the reference to a son of a harlot is a stock denial 
of the virgin birth. However, the Aramaic word for harlotry could be 
associated either with the Hebrew word min (for sectarian) or the 
Hebrew root ZNH which could mean “to go whoring” which was 
associated with sinful, Canaanite (i.e. gentile) religion. We know it 
could be used with the sense of sectarian in the rabbinic period. 38 
Hence, in the fourth century, the opponents could either have been 
gentile opponents of the rabbis or sectarian Jews. There is no reason 
to associate the heresy explicitly with either Christianity or gnosticism 
on the basis of the term alone. 

There is some more evidence to connect this argument with a rabbinic 
polemic against Christianity. Elsewhere, M. Ps. 22 comments on “My 
God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?,” which in its Aramaic 
translation is supposed to have been Jesus’ last words (Mt. 27:46). 
The Rabbis say that the first "My God” refers to the Sea and the 
second “my God” refers to Sinai. Since no other group found this 
verse suitable, this is enough to infer that Christianity was identified 
as “two powers” heresy, but the rabbinic charge of “two powers” may 
not have been originally or exclusively used against it. 

In these traditions then, gentiles or gentile Christians seem to be 
the earliest recorded targets of the charge, probably because they were 
most vociferous contemporaries when the text was fixed in its present 


34 In fact, Justin Martyr uses similar arguments to portray the Christ. See Section 
III, p. 221 f. 

35 Marmorstein, RGS } IT, p. 103. 

Herford, p. 304. 

37 Lauterbach, Jesus , p. 549. 

38 See b. A. Zar. 7a, where Prov. 5:8 is discussed. The passage in Prov. personifies 
Wisdom and moral rectitude as a woman and compares her with “the strange woman” 
who would represent moral folly, and is clearly described as a whore. 
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form. But we must also allow that where gentile Christians are involved, 
Jewish Christians, hence Jewish sectarians, are almost certain to have 
been their teachers. Nothing completely conclusive can be demonstrated 
from the internal evidence. But one aspect of the heretical beliefs can be 
of further use—the biblical passages which formed the basis of the 
heretical exegesis. An examination of the use of biblical exegesis in 
various Jewish sectarian groups of the first few centuries will yield 
further information about the identity of the heretics in question. That 
investigation will be carried out in Section III. 

PASSAGE 2 
Mekhilta Bahodesh 5 

Rabbi Nathan says: From this one can cite a refutation of the heretics 
who say: “There are two powers.” For when the Holy One Blessed be He, 
stood up and exclaimed: “I am the Lord thy God,” was there any one who 
stood up to protest against Him? If you should say that it was done in 
secret—but has it not been said: “I have not spoken in secret,” etc. (Isa. 
45:19)? “I said not unto the seed of Jacob” ( ibid .) that is, to these alone 
will I give it. “They sought me in the desert” {ibid.). Did I not give it in 
broad daylight? And thus it says: “I the Lord speak righteousness, I declare 
things that are right” {ibid.). 39 

R. Nathan’s (ca. 135-170 C.E.) argument immediately follows 
passage 1 in MRJ Bahodesh 5. Indeed, it assumes an exegesis of Ex. 
20:2 for it is a further comment on the fact that only one God gave 
the Law. At the giving of the Ten Commandments, he argues, no 
other deity contradicted YHWH’s statement that He is Israel’s God. 
Since He made this statement openly and was not contradicted, there 
could be no other deity. R. Nathan uses further quotations from 
Isaiah to show that the statement in Ex. 20:2 was spoken publicly 
and openly. From this one may infer that the criticism on the part of 
those who believe in “two powers in heaven” was that the God who 
gave the Law acted secretly or deviously. This, in turn, suggests an 
opposition between the two deities in the doctrine of the heretics. 
It becomes possible to posit an opponent for R. Nathan who believed 
that the God of Israel did something in secret as a scheme against a 
higher God. There was only one kind of group in Palestine during that 
time that could hold such doctrines—the gnostics. R. Nathan’s remark 
may oppose gnostic sectarians, either of a Christian or a non-Christian 
variety. 


a0 Tr. Lauterbach, II, 232. 
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While it must be admitted that R. Nathan’s remarks are a good 
defense against radically gnostic opponents, it is not clear that R. Nathan 
must have had radical gnostic opponents in mind. His defense also 
may imply heretics who are detractors of the Law. The rabbis, in this 
very pericope, are concerned to defeat the idea that the Torah is a 
parochial Law. They relate that every nation was offered the benefits 
of Torah; Israel alone accepted the responsibility. They claim that the 
Torah was given in open country, so that no nation could claim it for 
a private possession. R. Nathan’s remarks ought to be seen within the 
context of this argument as well. But the argument has been expanded 
beyond the issue of the scope of Torah. R. Nathan specifically con¬ 
demns the idea that any power can contradict God. Furthermore, he 
quotes a passage from Isaiah in which creation, not the gift of Torah, 
is the context in which God’s unity is claimed. This suggests that a 
more serious problem—cosmic dualism from creation onwards—is 
being linked with the defense of the Law. Though one can never be 
certain of R. Nathan’s actual opponents it seems clear from the expan¬ 
sion of the argument that his midrash would be very useful against 
radical gnostics. 

R. Nathan directs his remarks against the minim or sectarians, who 
are obviously viewed as heretics by the rabbis. However, gnostic Jews 
or Jewish-Christians could still be included under the rubric of 
"sectarian” or “heretic” (as opposed to "gentile”) at the end of the 
second century. 40 Since we know from the previous passage that 
"two powers” referred to Christians and not extreme gnostics, we 
have to conclude that “two powers” was a catch-all term for many 
different groups—including Christians, gnostics and Jews. We shall 
see that it grew to be a more popular and conventional designation 
as time went on. 

It is important to note that the rabbis are dealing with a complex 
theological question by relying on biblical exegesis. The importance 
of the theological question should not be overlooked because the basis 
of the discussion in the rabbinic text is exegetical. The rabbis are 
saying that many varieties of Jewish sects—including Christians and 


40 As Biichler has shown (Minim } p. 252), min must have referred also to non- 
Jews at some point for arguments are ascribed to them which no Jew who wanted 
to maintain his relationship to the people Israel (of whatever interpretation) could 
maintain. From a methodological point of view then, one has to assume that minim 
are always Jewish sectarians, viewed as heretics by the middle of the second century, 
unless they are specifically accused of anti-Israel propaganda. 
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gnostics—are guilty of violating an essential premise of Judaism, 
even while they think they are exegeting scripture correctly. The rabbis 
are involved in the formulation of orthodoxy—a task necessary in 
their view because some Jewish sects have ceased to understand the 
theological center of Judaism. But the rabbis are not using philosophical 
tools to formulate orthodoxy; they are employing exegetical techniques. 

The strategy of the rabbis in using the term “two powers” was 
quite sophisticated. First, there is a sense in which the designation 
is apt. Christians and gnostics did posit a second divine hypostasis. 
Second, the rabbis subsumed at least two different groups under one 
category. This policy implies that the rabbis either could not distinguish 
between the two or wanted to view various sectarians not as different 
groups but as one group sharing a single, basic misunderstanding. 
Putting all heretics in one category and dismissing them is an effective 
way of dealing with opposition. Third, although the designation is 
apt from the rabbinic perspective it is also exaggerated from the 
Christian one. In fact, neither apocalyptic, mystical, nor Christianized 
Judaism affirmed two separate deities. Each understood itself to be 
monotheistic, giving special emphasis to one divine hypostasis or 
manifestation. Only extreme gnosticism posited two different and op¬ 
posing deities. In effect, the rabbis were classifying the other groups 
together with extreme gnosticism and treating them all alike. This 
tactic was effective because it was based not only on a plausible 
description but also on one which was a heinous charge from both the 
rabbinic and Christian perspective. In calling the sectarians "those 
who say there are two powers in heaven,” the rabbis were stating 
that the sectarians violated the most basic tenet of Israelite faith—the 
unity of God. In view of this evidence, together with the mercy and 
justice traditions surveyed previously, it seems possible to frame the 
hypothesis that the rabbis may have always opposed Christian and 
other apocalyptic messianism but that the battle with “two powers 
in heaven” intensified when extreme gnosticism demonstrated the 
direction this kind of speculation might take. 



CHAPTER THREE 


AHER, METATRON, MERKABAH AND THE 
ANGEL OF YHWH 

The heavenly enthronement texts (Ex. 24:10 f., Dan. 7:9 f., perhaps 
even Ez. 1:26 f.) whose interpretation separated orthodoxy from heresy 
in passage 1 are suggestive of Merkabah mysticism and its antecedents. 
As we have seen, this controversial phenomenon in Jewish history has 
been implicated from the beginning of research on Jewish gnosticism. 1 2 
The midrashic passages discussed here will affirm a relationship bet¬ 
ween “two powers in heaven’’ and Merkabah mysticism. But, at the 
outset, justification for including such texts in a discussion of tannaitic 
evidence can be made on the basis of the ostensible subject of the next 
passage, Elisha b. Abuya (110-135 C.E.). We shall see that the attri¬ 
bution is certainly to be distrusted, but that relevant aspects of Maaseh 
Merkabah must be quite early. 

PASSAGE 3 
b. Hagigah 15a 

Aher mutilated the shoots. Of him Scripture says: (Ecc. 5:5). Suffer 
not thy mouth to bring thy flesh into guilt. What does it refer to ?—He saw 
that permission was granted to Metatron to sit and write down the merits 
of Israel. Said he: “It is taught as a tradition that on high there is no sitting 
and no emulation, no back and no weariness.’’ Perhaps God forfend!—there 
are two divinities (powers). Thereupon they led Metatron forth, and punished 
him with sixty fiery lashes, saying to him: “Why didst thou not rise before 
him when thou didst see him?’’ Permission was (then) given to him to 
strike out the merits of Aher. A Bath Kol went forth and said: “Return, 
ye backsliding children” (Jer. 3:22)—except Aher. 2 

The tradition is a late addition to the Babylonian Talmud. It reports 
that Aher entered the pardes 3 and received a mistaken impression 


1 For more recent discussions, Schoiem, Major Trends, pp. 40-79; also Jeivish 
Gnosticism, and his articles in EJ. A good summary of scholarship on merkabah may 
be found in J. Greenfield’s introduction to 111 Enoch, ed., H. Odeberg. The outstanding 
essay on the relationship between the Sinai theophany and merkabah speculation is 
by Lieberman, Appendix D of Scholem’s Jewish Gnosticism, 118-126. 

2 Tr. Epstein. See also III Enoch 16:2. 

The story of the pardes has been often discussed by commentators interested in 
defining the nature of Jewish gnosticism or mystical practice among the rabbis. 
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about the events he saw taking place there. Whatever the original 
meaning of pardes, the scene here is obviously the heavenly court with 
Metatron depicted as sitting to write down the merits of Israel. Ap¬ 
parently being seated is more than an infringement of protocol, for 
it is serious enough to give Aher the impression that Metatron is 
enthroned as equivalent to God Himself, hence able to act inde¬ 
pendently of God. Accordingly, the angels lead Metatron out to be 
punished, demonstrating that he is susceptible to divine commands 
and punishments, in no sense equal to God. Finally, the text claims 
that the prophecy of Jer. 3:22 does not apply to Aher and that he will 
be both unrepentent and unforgiven for getting an heretical impression 
about Metatron. 

In this well-known story, much is revealed about one kind of thought 
to which the designation “two powers in heaven” was applied. There 
are some strikingly unexpected turns in this story, which makes its 
authenticity dubious and its purpose obvious. In the first place, Aher’s 
observation that Metatron’s seated posture gives the impression that 
there are “two powers” is not illogical. It stands to reason that divine 
and exalted creatures seated in heaven are enthroned. The rabbis are 
determined to refute the whole idea of heavenly enthronement by 
stating that such things as “sitting” and other anthropomorphic acti¬ 
vities are unthinkable in heaven. Yet we have already seen that the 
rabbis are not reluctant elsewhere to talk of divine enthronement 
per se or the seats of mercy and justice. Nor does Aher present his 
observation as a challenge to the rabbis. He is horrified by it. “Heaven 
forbid that there are two powers,” he exclaims. 4 Furthermore, Meta¬ 
tron, who is in no way responsible for Aher’s assertion, and who 
apparently had the right to be seated, is punished as an object lesson 
for Aher. 5 In spite of this, Aher, whose statement at the beginning 


The meaning of the term itself has been hotly contested. Those commentators who 
suspect early mysticism to have been present define the term as synonymous with 
heaven. Those who see the term to be originally non-mystical or philosophical and 
only later mystical tend to stress that it is Greek loan word ( pctradeisos) and could 
mean only garden, and, in fact, was quite often used in Epicureanism. 

4 This is certainly a gloss occasioned by the rabbinic sensitivity to recording heresy, 
even in the mouth of a heretic. For a more credible version of the tradition see III 
Enoch 16:2. Of course neither recension should be viewed as ipssima verba of Aher! 

5 “Fiery lashes" is the translation of PWLSY DNWR 3 which are circular plates 
or rings heated and strung on a lash. See B.M. 85b, also Yom. 77a. Rashi here and 
in the other places comments that bringing out fiery lashes is a way of threatening 
excommunication. The punishment itself seems to be reserved for rebellious heavenly 
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was full of pious indignation, remains willfully unrepentent at the 
end. As a purely moral tale, the plot leaves something to be desired! 
Rather, in its present context it is an etiology of heresy. It explains 
how certain people, who had special Metatron traditions, risk the 
heretical designation of “two powers in heaven.” Aher functions as 
the heretic par excellence , as Simon Magus does in Christian anti- 
heresiological tracts. 

Elisha’s apostasy so contradicted his teachings that it fired the rabbinic 
imagination. By the time of the redaction of Ecc. R. a charming and 
poignant short romance had formed. 8 In this Hagigah passage, as we 
remember from Graetz, 7 Elisha was one of the four rabbis who tried 
to make the dangerous journey to paradise—the other three being 
Simeon b. Zoma, Simeon b. Azzai, and Akiba. Of these four, the 
Talmud tells us only Akiba makes the journey to the pardes success¬ 
fully; the two Simeons meet catastrophic ends for failing to perform 
the correct procedures. Although Aher returns safe and sane, he is 
lost as well because he becomes a heretic. 

The stories about Aher and the other rabbis have been arranged 
around the garden metaphor and are obviously ramified by later sages. 
Many modern interpreters of the pardes traditions have asserted that 
originally they had nothing to do with mystical speculation, only later 
,^fo be unjustly claimed by mystics, because they were interested in 
finding tannaitic justification for their practices. 8 One of the foremost 
critics sharing this opinion is Ephraim Urbach, who is a strong modern 
apologist for the rationality of tannaitic thought and attempts to use text 
critical tools to demonstrate his points. He isolates the kernel of the 
pardes story as the parable of a king who has made a garden on high 
which commoners might see but not enter or use. 9 He concludes his 
analysis by saying that these stories originally had nothing to do with 


creatures. Rashi senses the moral of the story for the Jewish community. It is a 
heavenly warning against heresy. 

6 See Ecc. R. VII, 8 and Ruth R. 6:4 f. as well as here, b. Hag. 12b f. 

7 See p. 9. 

8 The following have all suggested that the pardes story involved philosophical 
speculation (about materia prima usually) which was later misdirected into mystical 
thought: Graetz, Gnosticismus , pp. 94-95, Joel, Blick, I, p. 163, Bacher, AT, I, 
p. 233. See also Fischel, pp. 1-34. 

9 Urbach, Scholem Festschrift , p. 12-18. David Halpern is studying the midrashic 
and talmudic traditions in great detail in his dissertation at Berkeley. The parable 
that Urbach finds at center of the pardes tradition may be found in j. Hag. 73c near 
the bottom. 
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apocalyptic or mystical traditions. But that is not the same as saying 
there is no mystical speculation in first century Judaism. What he 
isolates is the parable at the core of the legend, the metaphor around 
which the legend was redacted on the basis of a word play between 
“paradise” and garden. His analysis implies nothing about the histori¬ 
city of mystical tales about Akiba and his successors or even about the 
date that the parable of the pardes was associated with mysticism. 10 

Morton Smith 11 and Gershom Scholem, 12 on the other hand, show 
that the traditions in the Talmud and mystical texts are not out of 
place in the apocalyptic or the theurgic context of the second and third 
centuries. Scholem goes further, saying that the traditions are inte¬ 
grally related to apocalyptic lore. He even supposes a link with first 
century mystics like Paul, who claimed to know of a man who was 
taken up into the third heaven. Scholem’s problem like Urbach’s is to 
discover the specific part of the legend of “the four who entered 
paradise” which could go back to the first or second century. 

We can best locate the early levels by peeling back the later ones. 
Whatever the origin of the story of the four who entered the pardes , 
it is likely that the part dealing with Aher has been extensively revised 
by later redactors. Firstly, the language of the story is Babylonian 
Aramaic. Next, it is not unlike the rather lengthy cycle of stories 
which were built up about Aher by later sages except that it has a moral 
particularly suitable for instruction against heresy. Lastly, the name of 
the angel, Metatron, argues for a Babylonian redaction and late date. 13 

We know that the story was meant to show the error of the doctrine 
which Aher espoused and to classify that doctrine as “two powers in 


ro To be sure, he addresses himself to just this problem in the legends concerning 
ben Arak. But his conclusions there are based on his previous argument that the 
stories are late. 

11 See Smith, Observations , where he argues that the theurgic magic in the so-called 
Mithras liturgy is of a piece with the heavenly journey of Hekhaloth Rabbati and 
hence the latter, which is not a talmudic report but an actual mystical book, may 
go back to the third century. 

12 See Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism , "The Four Who entered Paradise and Paul’s 
Ascension to Paradise” where he traces mystical themes to Paul and II Enoch. See 
also J. W. Bowker, “Merkabah Visions and the Visions of Paul,” JSS , 16 (1971), 
157-73; A. Neher “Le Voyage de Quatre,” RHR, CXL (1951), 59-82; J. Neusner, 
“The Development of the Merkabah Tradition,” JSJ, 2 (1971), 149-60. 

1:1 Ginzberg first promulgated this argument. He denied all historic worth to (he 
story because he thought Metatron to be a name otherwise completely limited to 
Babylonian sources. See JE, “Merkabah!' It is probable, however, that Metatron is a 
rabbinic name first evidenced in Babylonia for a principal angel known by many names 
in Palestinian sects. See below, p. 64 f. 
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heaven.” We also know from the previous chapter that the earliest 
isolatable heresy involved a divine hypostasis of God, somehow derived 
by exegesis from the Hebrew names of God. The rabbis maintained 
that such conceptions implied an independent will for one of God’s 
creatures, hence compromised monotheism. But there is no reason to 
suppose that the heretics themselves would have said so. Here we 
have a similar tradition involving a specific angel, Metatron. The con¬ 
clusions of the previous chapter make it seem likely, on grounds com¬ 
pletely independent of Scholem or Smith, that angelic speculation' 
led to heresy in Palestine. But that is not all. There is further evidence 
in rabbinic literature that opposition to principal angelic mediators is 
quite early. For instance, the rabbis often emphasize that some of 
God's actions in behalf of Israel were accomplished “not by an angel 
and not by a messenger.” Judah Goldin 14 shows that the formula was 
applied to texts when the Hebrew syntax indicates that the subject 
(most often God, but once Moses!) should be specially emphasized. 
The contexts in which the formula occurs are five-fold: (1) God’s 
redemption of Israel from Egyptian bondage, (2) God’s punishment 
of Israel, (3) God’s providing for Israel on its land, (4) God’s 
revelation of the law to Moses at Sinai, and finally, (5) Moses’ in¬ 
struction to Israel about the convenantal value of the sabbath. These 
areas tend to show specifically where the rabbis were most concerned 
to emphasize that God himself, (once Moses) and not an angelic 
mediator, was responsible for the action. The comments by the rabbis 
are quite consonant with the teachings of R. Akiba’s pupil, R. Simeon 
b. Yohai, perhaps even with R. Akiba himself 15 which were discussed 
in the previous chapter. But the letters of Paul give us certain proof 
that some Jews of the first century thought that the law was given by 
angels, an idea which would certainly have been opposed by the 
rabbis as well. 16 

It is not clear that the proto-Merkabah mystics would have identified 
their candidate for mediating angel or messenger with Metatron. To 
be sure, Metatron is an exceptionally important figure in later merkabah 

14 Judah Goldin, “Not by means of an Angel and not by Means of a Messenger,'’ 
in Religions in Antiquity: Essays in Memory of E. R . Goodenough , ed. J. Neusner 
(Leiden: 1968), pp. 412-424. The language itself is likely to be related to LXX 
of Isaiah 63:9, or even a targumic rendering of the verse. In its augmented form this 
verse is a crucial part of the Christian discussion of the trinity. See Jaroslav Pelikan, 
The Christian Tradition , I, p. 177 f. 

15 See above (p. 45 f.) and also Urbach, Sages, pp. 116 f., 1 56 f. Also see Lieberman 
in Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism , p. 118-126. 

10 See Galatians 3:1 3 f. and below p. 211 f. 
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speculation. In The Third or Hebrew Book of Enoch , Metatron is set 
on a throne alongside God and appointed above angels and powers 
to function as God’s vizir and plenipotentiary. These traditions are 
related to the earlier Enoch cycle in apocalyptic literature because Enoch 
is described by the mystics as having been caught up to the highest 
heaven (based on Gen. 5:24), where he is transformed into the fiery 
angel, Metatron. This is clearly dependent on the ancient “son of man” 
traditions which appear in Ethiopian Enoch 70 and 71, but they have 
been expanded in Jewish mysticism so that Enoch and Metatron are 
now alter egos, while neither the titles “son of man” nor “son of God” 
appear at all. Instead the principal angel is given the title “YHWH 
HQTWN” (YHWH the lesser) or the “N C R” (youth) and possibly 
even “SR H C WLM” (Prince of the World). 17 Martin Hengel suggests 
that titles like “youth” actually function as substitutes for the original 
titles in / Enoch, which had taken on christological significance and 
could not be used in Jewish mysticism. 18 Since these mystical descrip¬ 
tions of Metatron are later traditions and Metatron is described in 
orthodox, amoraic rabbinic writings as well, not every appearance of 
the angel Metatron can be heretical, and most of them are probably 
not antique. Scholem claims that only the concept of a principal angel, 
underlying the name of Metatron, 10 is Palestinian and antique. He 
points out that the names Yahoel, “Lesser YHWH” or YHWH 
HQTWN, which are quite often attributed to Metatron in Merkabah 
tradition and occasionally occur in Coptic-gnostic literature, must under¬ 
lie the Aher story. 20 If Metatron were also known as YHWH 
HQTWN, Aher’s mistake would have been both more understandable 
and more dangerous because the name of the angel would contain 

17 See my article “Prince of the World - Angel or Demon?: Towards a Sociology 
of Gnosticism," forthcoming. 

18 Martin Hengel, The Son of God , p. 46. 

19 See Cyrus Gordon, Archiv Orien taint , VI (1934), 328 and IX (1937), 95, for 
occurrences of Metatron on Babylonian libation bowls. Metatron is called “Great 
Prince” and “Great Prince of His Throne." See now Charles Isbell, Corpus of the 
Aramic Incantation Boiuls (Missoula, Montana: SBL and Scholar's Press, Dissertation 
Series 17, 1975). pp. 34.4; 49.11; 56.12. For the various views on the derivation 
of the name, Metatron, see Odeberg, III Enoch , 125-142 and Scholem's explanation, 
Maj. Trends , p. 68. Urbach shows {The Sages , p. 119, n. 15) that Scholem must be 
wrong in deriving the name from vox mystica phenomena. The fact that Metatron 
equals Shaddai in Gematria, which is in keeping with the tradition “My name is in 
him," argues for deliberate choosing of the name. See further words by Lieberman 
on metathronos in Gruenwald Apocalyptic and Merkabah. 

20 The Lesser Yah or Yahoel are also related terms and, being composed from 
YHWH, would contain the name of God, hence resemble the angel of Ex. 33:20 f. 
as well. See p. 195. 
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the tetragrammation and might indeed be taken as a second deity. 21 
These observations allow Scholem to push the date of these Merkabah 
traditions back to the third century for sure and possibly the second, 
but certainly into the Hellenistic (hence Palestinian) cultural milieu. 22 

According to Scholem, YHWH HQTWN was only one name for 
the mediator. Many of the legends told about the archangel Michael 
in earlier aggadic sources were transferred by Merkabah mystics and 
by the rabbis to Metatron. The process of identification, says Scholem, 
can be traced to the fourth and perhaps the third centuries. The 
evidence for this identification is an apocalyptic, mystical document 
known as the “Visions of Ezekiel,” which is based on a description 
of the seven heavens more or less parallel to the rabbinic account of 
the heavens in Hag. 12b and ARN. 

As quoted by Scholem, the key passage reads as follows: 

And what is there in Zebul? R. Levi said in the name of R. Hama bar 
Ukba, who said it in the name of R. Johanan: The Prince [obviously 
Michael as in the Talmudic passage] is not dwelling anywhere but in 
Zebul and he is the very fullness of Zebul [i.e., fills all of it?] and 
before him are thousands of thousands and myriads of myriads who 
minister to him. Of them it is said in Daniel: I beheld till thrones were 
placed, etc.; a fiery stream issued, etc. (7:9-10). And what is his name? 
Kimos [or Kemos] ... is his name. R. Isaac said: Ma’atah [or me’atah] 
is his name. R. Inyanei bar Sisson said: Bizbul [meaning: in zebul ] 
is his name. R. Tanhum, the Old said: Atatiyah..., is his name. Eleazar 
Nadwadaya said: Metatron, like the name of the (divine) Dynamis. 
And those who make theurgic use of the (divine) Name say: Salnas, 
... is his name, Kasbak, ... [a different reading: Baskabas'} is His 
name, similar to the name of the Creator of the World. And what is 
the name of the Merkabah of Zebul ? Halwaya , ... it its name. 23 

The setting is the seven-tiered heaven, mentioned in b. Hag. 12b 
and ARN. The passage implies that Metatron, whatever the derivation 
of the name, is to be understood as a secret name for the archangel 
Michael. At least this is the interpretation that Eleazar Nadwadaya 
offers. At the same time, the passage states that the name Metatron is 
also like the name of God, here also called (GBWRH = dynamis) 
or “the power.” The passage was composed by Jewish mystics, not 


21 Odeberg, III Enoch, pp. 188-192. See also Scholem, Major Trends, p. 68 f. and 
Jewish Gnosticism, p. 41. 

22 Scholem’s conclusions have been criticized by Lieberman (§QY C YN, 5699, p. 15) 
who questions the manuscript evidence he brings and by Urbach, Sages, (p. 119, n. 5). 
See Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkabah Mysticism , and Visions of Ezekiel . 

23 Scholem’s Jewish Gnosticism , p. 46. 
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their rabbinic colleagues, so the appearance of the now familiar refer¬ 
ence to Dan. 7:9 f. further substantiates that other groups besides 
Christians were making “dangerous” interpretations of that verse, and 
that Daniel’s vision substantiated the mystical doctrine. The mystics 
of the third and fourth centuries inherited these esoteric traditions 
about the night vision of Daniel and used them in an exegesis central 
to their position. 24 The passage shows that there were traditions about 
a principal angel of God, whatever the name, that are older than the 
Babylonian texts testifying to such traditions. We also know some¬ 
thing of a quite similar heresy reported by rabbis in the second century. 
Whatever else the heresy may have been, it contained some of the 
kinds of traditions which would later become Merkabah mysticism, 
making it appropriate to describe the heretics as proto-Merkabah 
mystics. Of course we cannot be sure merely from the rabbinic title 
“two powers” that these traditions are historically related to the apo¬ 
calyptic, Christian and later gnostic heresies we discovered in the last 
chapter. The rabbis may have associated many groups on the basis of 
phenomenological similarity, rather than common history. The fact 
that they use similar exegeses suggests some kind of relationship, as yet 
unspecified, among the various groups. 

With these conclusions, we can now look at another text in the 
Babylonian Talmud related to the problem of “two powers in heaven”: 


24 Perhaps the relationship between Metatron and Daniel 7:9 as shown by the 
quotation from the Visions of Ezekiel makes clearer the predicate of N C R or "youth" 
for Metatron which Scholem finds so puzzling. It occurs in 3 Enoch 3:2 and is 
referred to in the Shiur Koma in the phrase M§KN HN c R. The young figure in 
Daniel 7:9 and Ex. 15:3 is never called N C R in rabbinic literature. He is called 
GBWR, BHWR, 5 3 MLHMH. However the midrash does use the word ZQN, old 
man, explicitly to describe the Ancient of Days and the manifestation of God at Sinai, 
Ex. 24:10 f. and Ex. 20:2. Perhaps the missing step in the development is the use 
of Ps. 37:25 which states: “I have been a youth and now I am old." Thus the young 
figure in the heavenly visions could be identified as N C R and the meaning of 
“servant” (as in servant of the altar) would be derivative. One should also mention 
that the contrast between God in youth and in old age was developed eloquently 
by appeal to passage in the Song of Songs (see, e.g., Hag. 14a), an extremely popular 
book, and the Shiur Koma literature produced by Merkabah mystics. See Green, “The 
Children in Egypt and the Theophany at the Sea: Interpretation of an Aggadic Motif." 
The theme has also occurred in liturgy of later periods e.g. the Shir Hak-Kabod. 
Some evidence that such an hypothetical reconstruction is in accord with the history 
of the tradition comes from Yeb. 16b where Ps. 37:25 is put into the mouth of a 
figure called the “Prince of the World” because “only he who was present during 
the history of creation from its beignning to its end coul dhave spoken these 
words.” The Prince of the World, as we shall see, is another figure intimately bound 
upin the traditions of Metatron and Michael and YHWH. See p. 50 f., 60, 64 f., 189, 
214. See also Lieberman in Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism , as noted. 
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Sanhedrin 38b 

R. Nahman said: “He who is as skilled in refuting the Minim as is 
R. Idith [MS. M: R. Idi] let him do so; but not otherwise. Once a Min 
said to R. Idi: ‘It is written, And unto Moses He said-. Come up to the Lord 
(Ex. 24:1). But surely it should have stated, Come up to me !’—‘It was 
Metatron,’ he replied, whose name is similar to that of his Master, for it 
is written, For My name is in Him. (Ex. 23:21). ‘But if so, we should 
worship him!’ ‘The same passage however,’ replied R. Idi, ‘says: Be not 
rebellious against Him [i.e., exchange Me not for him.’] ‘But if so, why is it 
stated: He will not pardon your transgression ?’ (Ex. 23:21). He answered: 
'By our troth [lit: we hold the belief] we would not accept him even as a 
messenger, for it is written. And he said unto him, If Thy presence go not 
etc.’ (Ex. 33:15).” 2S 

The passage is ascribed to R. Nahman, a Babylonian who lived in 
the late third century. He, in turn, praises the rhetorical skills of 
R. Idi (or Idith), 26 who apparently lived in Palestine in the generation 
previous to R. Nahman. R. Nahman warns that it is dangerous business 
to get into arguments with the heretics. 27 One should refrain unless 
one has the skill of R. Idi. 

The demonstration of R. Idi’s competence is exceedingly interesting. 
Without naming the heresy, he describes a passage conducive to the 
“two powers” heresy (Ex. 24:1). In that scripture, God orders Moses 
and the elders to ascend to the Lord. Since the text says, “Come up 
to YHWH” and not “Come up to me ,” the heretic states that two 
deities are present. The tetragrammaton would then be the name of a 
second deity, a conclusion further supported by the lack of an explicit 
subject for the verb “said” in the Massoretic Text. The high god can 
refer to his helper as YHWH because the helper is the same figure 
of whom it is said, “My name is in him” (Ex. 23:20 f.). 

Obviously this is another case of heretics believing in a principal 
angel with divine perquisites because the Lord’s name is in him. Now 
we see how the name of YHWH was associated with the mediator. 28 
The language is Babylonian Aramaic so the text itself can only be dated 


25 Tr. Epstein. 

20 Not even Urbach, Sages, p. 119 is sure of the identity of this rabbi. 

27 If the identity of the group here is merkabah mystics, it is the only place in 
midrash that implies they are heretics. Note also the common pseudo-correction of 
Sadducee for sectarian. 

28 Scholem argues that this implies that the earliest name for the angel here 
described must have been YHWH HQTWN or Yahoel, (or, at the very least 
Michael, whose name means “Who is like God!*’). Rashi and R. Hananel ad loc 
say that Metatron refers to God as “I^ord," thus avoiding the heretical implication. 
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to the third century with any surety. But the tradition must be based 
on older traditions in apocalyptic or proto-Merkabah or proto-gnostic 
texts where the principal angel has a theophoric name. 

A most significant question is whether or not such ideas were ever 
current within rabbinic Judaism. As we have seen, Urbach 29 says that 
they existed only on the outskirts of rabbinism and only at the end of 
the second century. Scholem 30 says that they were central and early. 
It is quite possible that our texts are too refractory for definite answers 
but rabbinic opposition to extreme forms of speculation can be outlined 
by looking at their arguments. 

The defense against the heretical doctrine is based on a double 
entendre. According to R. Idi, scripture should be understood as saying, 
“Do not exchange me” (from M-W-R) rather than, “Be not rebellious 
or provocative” (from M-R-H). Therefore, it is scripture itself that 
offers the best caution against the heretical doctrine. We learn from 
this defense that the heretics, in rabbinic eyes, were seen to confuse 
an angel with God! 

The heretic then asks why the Bible needed to say that “he will 
not pardon your sins.” As it is stated, the heretic is challenging the 
rabbi to apply a rabbinic doctrine that each phrase in scripture must be 
interpreted in such a way as to add its own specific piece of information. 
Although this stylizes the heretic in a rabbinic idiom, the heretical 
argument itself can certainly be discovered. More is at stake than a 
heretic challenging a rabbi to observe the proper rules of rabbinic 
debate. The heretic is saying that since the angel is described as not 
pardoning the Israelites at this one place, normally the angel must 
offer pardons. Hence, in heretical eyes, he has an independent share of 
God’s power. Furthermore, the last polemical remark of the rabbi 
makes this implication clear. Were he only a messenger or agent— 
parvanka 31 —he should not be received. 


20 Urbach, Secret Torah , throughout. 

30 Scholem, Major Trends and Jewish Gnosticism , esp. pp. 20 f., 31 f., 43 f., 75 f. 

31 The word " parvanka" is a loan word from Mandaean and ultimately from 
Persian where it meant a forerunner or messenger or the normal word for letter 
carrier. In Hebrew, it seems to be used in the sense of messenger (Heb. shaliah ), 
used in respect to both prophecy and liturgy to describe a representative of the people 
or to the sovereign. Since shaliah was a readily available word, one wonders why the 
rabbis did not use it, relying instead on the less familiar “parvanka!' Odeberg suggests 
that shaliah had already started to receive the connotation of savior, liberator, or 
deliverer, as it has in Mandaic. But Odeberg is mistaken for parvanka also has 
sotcriological connotations in Mandaic. See Noldeke, Man, Gram . 417, n. 1, for its 
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If we take the literature in the New Testament as characteristic of 
some kinds of heresy in the first century, we find that this is not an 
entirely inaccurate description of Christian exegesis. Ex. 23:20 is 
most often taken to refer to John the Baptist (Mk. 1:2, Mt. 11:10)— 
that is, purely an earthly messenger. But the point of Mt. 11:10 is 
precisely that Jesus, for those who truly believe in him, is greater than 
John the Baptist and is in the same category as eschatological figures 
like Elijah. Furthermore, one of the things which, according to the 
New Testament, most upsets the Jews about Jesus is precisely that he 
does claim the power to forgive sins (Mk. 2:7 f.). 

This is not intended to say that the pericope which has been 
described as characteristic of the third century at the earliest must be 
speaking about first century Christianity. There are some obvious 
differences between the two uses of Ex. 23:20. I only maintain that 
arguments like those which we find opposed by the rabbis in the third 
century and later were already present in heretical writings of the 
first century, as represented by Christians. The rabbis, then, accused 
heretics (some who resembled Christians, but probably others as well) 
not merely with the charge of believing in angels (which the rabbis 
themselves certainly acknowledged) but with the charge of believing 
that a certain principal angel was a special mediator between God and 
man. The mediation might have involved the forgiving of sins, which, 
in any case, was enough for the rabbis to conclude that the principal 
figure of the heretics was supposed to be more than an angel. Or it 


use in Kolasta and L. Ginza, as a guide for the spirit when it leaves its earthly life. 
Widengren ("Heavenly Enthronement and Baptism,’* Religions in Antiquity , 566) 
translates parvanka as "companion” because of its soteriological connotations and 
remarks on the relationship to M. Ir. " Parvanak Another more probable reason for 
using parvanka rather than shaliah is that the word " shaliah ” had the legal status 
of "agent” in rabbinic law. As an agent, a person acting for someone else should be 
treated as if he were the person he represents. Some considered an agent as a partner 
of the person that he represents. (B.K. 70a). In fact, there are accounts of "two 
powers” heretics who thought that the second power was God’s partner in creation 
(see p. Ill f.). Accordingly, it was probable that the rabbis were avoiding the terms 
which would explicitly validate the heresy in rabbinic law. It is also possible that 
they used a word which the heretics themselves used to describe the second power. 
That would mean that the heretics are similar to Mandaean gnostics, or to the group 
who brought gnosticism to the Mandaeans. The rabbis did not employ the word 
shaliah to describe the angel described in Ex. 23:20, but the Persian loan word would 
be suitable because it contained the connotation of mediator without giving rabbinic 
approval to the concept. For the concept of God’s agency as used in the Gospel of 
John to describe Jesus' mission on earth, see Peder Borgen, Bread from Heaven, 
Supplements to NT, X, (Leiden: 1965) 158-164 and "God’s Agent in the Fourth 
Gospel,” Religions in Antiquity , pp. 136-148. 
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might have involved the belief that the angel participated in God’s 
divinity by appropriating one of His names. It seems clear therefore 
that some varieties of the heresy go back to the first century, even if 
the rabbinic texts do not. 

It is important to note that the two powers worshipped by the 
heretics were complementary rather than opposing, as gnostic deities 
were. On the basis of this evidence, we must conclude that the earliest 
traditions which the rabbis opposed were of the complementary variety, 
since we have no hint that the opposing variety of heretical traditions 
(like the kind that R. Nathan may have described) had a similar, 
ancient history. Because of this, we should be prepared to accept the 
conclusion that the heretics, among whom Christians were certainly 
included, would not have agreed with the rabbinic charge that they 
were dualists. By the third century, which is the earliest possible period 
of our text, the rabbis seem to be fully aware of the kinds of claims 
that could be made about a “son of man’’ or Metatron or any other 
principal angel. So they reject the idea of divine intermediaries totally, 
except as dependent agents of punishment. In place of the “two power” 
understanding of Ex. 23:20, they offer the opposing verse Ex. 33:15, 
“If Thy presence go not with us, carry us not up hence,” which they 
interpret as Moses’ prayer that God himself should always be Israel’s 
guide. 32 

The final stage in the rabbinic argument against angelic mediation 
may be found in Ex. R. 32:9 where it is recorded that wherever an 
angel of YHWH is mentioned one should understand that the Shekhina 
(i.e., God’s presence) was manifested. The effect is to remove any 
doubt that the manifestation of divine force can be separate from God. 

Identifying the specific group about whom the rabbis were concerned 
in this passage can not be successful. Scholars have answered the 
question in a variety of ways. Friedlander 33 erroneously saw the pas¬ 
sages themselves as dating from the tannaitic period. In accordance 
with that theory, he could regard the rabbinic opponent as a gnostic. 
He then proposed that “Metatron” should be identified with a gnostic 

32 Philo offers an interesting and “dangerous" exegesis of these verses in Quae. 
Ex. II 46: When Moses was called above at the theophany on the seventh day 
(Ex. 24:16), he was changed from earthly man to heavenly man. The gospel of John 
(3:13) seems to contain a polemic against that idea. John says that the vision of 
God’s kingdom and the second birth from above are not brought about by ascent into 
heaven to the son of man, but rather the heavenly man's descent brings the vision 
and the second birth. See Borgen, p. 146. 

33 Friedlander, Gnosticismus, p. 103. 


6 
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god, “Horos.” Of course, this overlooks the important fact that the 
rabbis (R. Aher and R. Idi), not the heretic, mention Metatron. 
Further, there is no hint of gnostic opposition of deities in any of the 
material. It seems likely that Metatron, chief of God’s angels, who 
acts as His messenger and representative but is never regarded as God, 
is the rabbinic name for many mediators in heretical thought. 

Herford 34 saw the heretical doctrine as belonging to the Christian 
camp, which was in accordance with his general theory that all minim 
are Christians. He suggested further that the type of Christianity 
involved would have to be the Jewish-Christianity outlined in the 
Epistle to the Hebrews. There, the Christ is seen as the heavenly High 
Priest “after the order of Melchizedek,” who, in turn, is a kind of 
supernatural mediator. This ignores the fact that the Epistle to the 
Hebrews argues that the Christ, as Son, is superior to any angel. 
Urbach 35 also suggests that the opponent is a Christian. However he 
does this only because he feels that Merkabah mysticism must be 
excluded as a possibility during the tannaitic period. None are prepared 
to say that a variety of phenomena fit the bill of particulars. 

With the information and study which Scholem has brought to 
the subject comes the most complete understanding of the opponents. 
His study has made it clear that these traditions were quite generalized 
and went through different phases in different Jewish sects. Nor were 
reports of heavenly journeys exclusively confined to Judaism, as the 
reports about Julian the Theurgist show. At first they were fairly 
widespread in apocalyptic, mystical, and ascetic groups. In Jewish circles 
they are always associated with theophany texts in the Old Testament, 
the same texts we have been tracing. They were witnessed by Philo, 
who, as we shall see, recast them as the logos and used them to describe 
the rewards of the mystical ascent. But the traditions were also present 
in the Qumran Community. 36 There is no reason to doubt that R. 
Yohanan b. Zakkai and his disciples, to whom the earliest Merkabah 
traditions are attributed in talmudic sources, were familiar with some 


Herford, p. 285 f. 

36 The Sages , p. 118 f. 

See Jonas Greenfield’s prolegomenon to the new edition of III Enoch , ed., 
H. Odeberg for a fine review of the evidence linking merkabah mysticism with various 
Palestinian apocalyptic traditions in the first century. See also G. Quispel, “The 
Jung Codex and its Significance” in The Jung Codex , H.-ch. Puech, G. Quispel and 
W. L. van Unnik (London: 1955), pp. 35-78. See Lawrence Schiffman, “Merkabah 
Speculation at Qumran: The C/ 1Q Screkh Shiroth c 01at ha-Shabbat,” Eesinbrijl [or 
A. Altmann , forthcoming. 
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of the Essene and apocalyptic traditions that circulated in their day. 37 
Whether or not the rabbis also indulged in mystical praxis at first is 
unknown. By the third century, however, all evidence shows that such 
practices were known to be dangerous by the rabbis. The traditions 
which did survive within Judaism only did so in secret conventicles 
of esoteric knowledge which collected and redacted the later documents 
of Merkabah mysticism. 38 The repression of such dangerous ideas in 
Judaism must date from the same period as the mishnaic rules in 
Hagigah strictly governing the transmission of Merkabah lore—that is, 
the late second century at the latest. The germ of the story about 
Aher then may be authentic or come from the period when such ideas 
were less restricted, though the heretical charge must be later and 
based in Aher’s presumed antinomianism. The story about R. Idi and 
the min must come from the amoraic period when those who espoused 
the tradition could be subject to the charge of the “two powers in 
heaven.” The heretical opponent of R. Idi in the third century could 
be either a Christian or Merkabah mystic. The former is somewhat 
more likely, because nowhere else are Merkabah mystics explicitly 
called 11 minim." 

If one allows that either Christians or Merkabah mystics could have 
espoused these “two powers” doctrines in the third century, one must 
be willing to grant that the heretical traditions themselves are quite 
a bit older than the amoraic period, and that the title “two powers” 
could be applied to a variety of related doctrines. 


37 See Urbach, Secret Torah for an analysis of how these apocalyptic traditions 
ramified into the traditions now present as beraitot in Hagigah. See especially N. A. 
Dahl, “The Johannine Church and History,” in Current Issues in NT Interpretation , 
ed., Klassen and G. Snyder (New York: 1962), p. 124-M2, especially 131 for the 
impetus to see the roots of Johannnine Christology within Jewish traditions of the 
visionary ascent to heaven, as witnessed in merkabah and Christian apocrypha like 
“The Ascension of Isaiah.” This work develops the observations of Odeberg in 
III Enoch and The Fourth Gospel. 

38 It is difficult to tell how much of the later mystical ascent practice through 
ecstasy was present in the earliest period. However, theurgic ascent practices can be 
traced to the Julian the Theurgist (author of the Chaldaean Oracles) at the end of the 
second century, and hence to his father, in the middle of the same century (See 
Smith, Observations , H. Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy (Cairo: 1956) and 
Oracles Chaldaiques , ed., des Places (Paris: 1971) and subsequently became quite 
widespread throughout the Roman Empire. Whether earlier Jewish apocalyptic 
heavenly journeys could have existed without such theurgic practices is a moot ques¬ 
tion, but it seems to me to be quite unlikely that the literary traditions could circulate 
without some basis in ecstatic experience. 



CHAPTER FOUR 


A CONTROVERSY BETWEEN ISHMAEL AND AKIBA 

We have learned a considerable amount about the early character 
of binitarian heresy from the “two powers’’ midrashism surveyed 
so far. However, as we will now see, much material not originally 
part of the heresy came to be associated with the “two powers” tradi¬ 
tion. Hence it becomes especially difficult from this point onward 
to identify one specific group or doctrine with the heresy. Instead, 
a variety of different groups inherit the title. This can be shown clearly 
in the case of one debate between two tannaim, Akiba and Ishmael. 
In this particular case, an originally ambiguous story was only asso¬ 
ciated with the heresy of “two powers” in a later recension. The editor 
who associated the two traditions was, in effect, offering an interpre¬ 
tation of the ambiguous tradition by saying that it concerned “two 
powers” heresy. 


PASSAGE 4 

Genesis Rabba 1:14, b. Hag. 12a, Tan. 8 

3 T the heavens and 1 2 3 * T the earth (Gen. 1:1) R. Ishmael asked R. Akiba: i 
Since you have studied twenty-two years under Nahum of Gimzo [who 
formulated the principle that] °K and RQ are limitations while °T and GM 
are extensions, [tell me], what of the 5 T written here? Said he to him: 
“If it stated ‘In the beginning created God heaven and earth’ 2 we might 
have maintained that heaven and earth too are divine.” Thereupon he cited 
to him. 3 “For it is no empty matter for you (Dt. 32:47)” and if it is empty, 
it is so on your account—because you are unable to interpret—rather: 


1 Hagigah: when they were walking in the way. 

2 Hagigah: If "heaven and earth” (alone) were said I would have thought that 
“heaven” was the name of the Holy One Blessed be He. Now it says “ 3 T the heaven 
and 3 T the earth” (Gen. 1:1)—"heavens” the real heavens; “earth," the real earth. 

Tanhuma: "In the beginning created God heavens and earth” is not written rather, 
“ 3 T the heavens and 3 T the earth” to show the logic of the divine writ. 

3 Tanhuma: R. Akiba said to him! For it is no empty thing for you (Dt. 32:47) 

“If heavens and earth (alone) were said, we would have thought that THERE ARF, 
TWO GODS, rather 3 T the heavens and D T the earth’—them and what is described 

with them.” 
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°T the heavens is to include the sun and the moon, the stars and the con¬ 
stellations, the °T the earth —to include the trees and the grasses and the 
garden of Eden. 4 

As the text stands, R. Ishmael is challenging the method by which 
R. Akiba interprets scripture. R. Akiba was taught by Nahum of 
Gimzo that every use of 3 T signifies an inclusion in the meaning of 
the text. 4 5 “°T the Torah”—one might hypothesize, would mean both 
the oral and written laws. R. Ishmael, however, challenges the principle 
with the first verse in scripture. But R. Akiba says that he does not 
interpret the scripture to include or exclude anything here. Rather 
the D T signifies only that “heaven” and “earth” are definite direct 
objects of the verb “created,” not the subject of “created.” Hence, in 
no way can one assume that “heaven” and “earth” are deities. R. 
Ishmael replies that “This is no empty thing for you” (Dt. 32:47) 
presumably meaning that the occurance of 3 T in this verse cannot 
remain without special significance in R. Akiba’s system of interpre¬ 
tation or it would show a failure of that system. As he says, “If it is 
an empty thing for you, it is because you do not know how to interpret.” 

The next phrase of R. Ishmael is ambiguous. Either he says (1) 
3 T “the heaven already includes the sun and moon, stars and constel¬ 
lations...” meaning that R. Akiba’s system has to fail because “heaven 
and earth” is already a synecdoche for all creation, or (2) he helps 
R. Akiba’s argument by offering an explanation which R. Akiba has 


4 The end of this quotation differs from Freedman order to convey the ambiguity 
of the Hebrew. See Theodor-Albeck I, 12 for complete references. 

5 This is the Hebrew particle signifying the definite direct object which, therefore, 
like a case ending, has syntactical value but no lexical meaning. The verse in question 
is Genesis 1:1 (“In the beginning, God created heaven and earth/’) Because of the 
Hebrew accusative particle 3 T, we know that “heaven and earth” are to be understood 
as definite direct objects of the verb “created.” If the Torah were written in ordinary 
Hebrew, the sole function of the 3 T would be to point out this definite direct object. 
But the kind of Hebrew that comprised the Torah is precisely the point at issue 
between Ishmael and Akiba. (See Epstein, MBW°WT, pp. 521-526 and Bacher, 
Aggada der Tannaiten , I, p. 67 f.) R. Ishmael stated that DBRH TWRH KLSWN 
BNY °DM. The words of Torah are like ordinary speech (lit.: is like the language 
of men) (Sifre bashalah 112, San. 64b). This means that one should not pay any 
special attention to the seemingly pleonastic words in the text or even things that 
seem repetitious. R. Akiba, on the other hand, had learned his exegetical methodology 
from Nahum of Gimzo, who taught that all particles, indeed, every jot and tittle of the 
Torah held some special meaning which must be unlocked. In particular, conjunctions 
employed in the Torah were intended to indicate the extension or limitation of its 
provisions. Hence this system was called extension and limitation RBWY WMYWT. 
The particles KL, 3 P, were regarded as implying extensions while 3 K, MN, KK were 
regarded as limitations. 
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not himself considered but which would support R. Akiba’s system. 
Or (3) the last phrase can be understood as being spoken by R. Akiba. 
The first possibility (1) has two difficulties: (a) it leaves the matter 
wholly undecided; (b) it involves translating the definitive LRBWT 
as “already does include.” The second possibility (2) seems most likely 
to me because it involves the least textual change but it has the diffi¬ 
culty of attributing to R. Ishmael an argument for a system of inter¬ 
pretation which he is known always to have opposed. The third possi¬ 
bility (3) involves a change of speakers without any indication in the 
text. It also involves assuming that R. Akiba is the first to bring up 
the idea that heaven and earth are pars pro toto, Ishmael not having a 
suspicion of it previously. The third possibility is the route most 
scholars have taken, by assuming that the text is in disarray and that 
another <<:, MR LW” should be added in the text somewhere, indicating 
that the speaker did change. e 

The ambiguity in the text is quite old; even the elaborations of 
the tradition in Tanhuma and Hagtgab may be seen as separate attempts 
to resolve it. In Tanhuma R. Akiba is reported to have said the last 
phrase and, by using the “eth” to have included all the things in heaven 
and earth. This statement closes the argument. He also maintains that 
heaven and earth might be taken to mean “two gods”—which is the 
exact phrase used in the statement of R. Elisha b. Abuya in Hagiga, 
and, as we have seen previously must be equivalent to saying that the 
heresy of “two powers” is involved. But the text is late, relative to 


u See e.g., Theodor-Albeck, ad loc.\ Marmorstein, Essays in Anthropomorphism, 
p, 11 interprets the paragraph based on an emendation. Marmorstein is most articulate 
about how the passage should be read... “The original text can be reconstructed by con¬ 
sulting all the available parallels and manuscripts.” Tanchuma ed. Buber, Gen., 5 f., has 
the following reading in which R. Ishmael says: “The expressions (eth) in Gen. 1:1 
surely cannot be explained according to your method; it is, however, the usual expression 
of the text. R. Akiba says: ‘Thou canst not explain it according to your method, cf. 
(v. Deut. 32:47) but I can, for if the particle would be omitted one would think that 
heaven and earth are Godheads; now, since the texts puts “eth," the teaching can be 
derived that heaven and earth were brought into existence fully furnished with their 
complete equipment.' It is noteworthy that the rendering of the verse from Deute¬ 
ronomy, which is quoted here in the dialogue in the name of R. Ishmael or R. Akiba 
respectively, is cited in the Palestinian Talmud four times in the name of one of the 
younger Palestinian Amoraim, R. Mana, v. Peah 1:1, Shebiit 1:6, Shabbath 1:1, Sukka 
4:1 and Ketuboth 8, end. This looks strange unless we take it as a later gloss. The 
Midrash Abkir published by me in Dwir, pt. 1, pp. 127-128 enables us to render the 
question and answer in this way: R. Ishmael asks what is the meaning of “eth” in the 
verse? Surely no one of us will go so far as to suggest that heaven and earth are 
deities or that man is God, or that God is a lad? Therefore R. Akiba gives his inter¬ 
pretation.” 
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the other versions, and the Genesis Rabba text, which is supported by 
all the other versions, has neither a direct mention of “two deities” 
nor an additional marking that the speaker changes. If R. Akiba is 
the author of the last statement, he speaks without a definite mark 
of the change in speakers. 7 

Whatever the solution to the textual problem and the structure of 
the argument, the crucial point for studying rabbinic heresiology is to 
understand what is meant by calling heaven and earth gods. The 
heresy—or more exactly the faulty interpretation of scripture—was 
puzzling to later rabbinic interpreters as well. In the Hagigah version 
of the text, for instance, the dangerous doctrine is described as be¬ 
lieving that “heaven” and “earth” are names of God. Only in the late 
midrash, Tanhuma, is the heretical belief explicitly called “two gods.” 
The only thing immediately apparent from the Tanhuma evidence is 
that the heresy of “two powers” was taken by later tradition as being 
equivalent to saying there are two Gods—i.e., ditheism. Discovering 
the character or practitioners of any hypothetical heretical doctrine and 
its dubious relationship to “two powers in heaven” will not be easy. 
It is sure that, despite the similarity in language, Tanhuma cannot 
have the same heresy in mind as we have traced in the first two 
chapters. Ishmael and Akiba can not be talking about “two deities 
or powers in heaven.” Only one is in heaven,—or, more exactly, is 
heaven. One suspects, then, by the time of the redaction of Tanhuma, 
the charge of "two gods” or “two powers” had become completely 
conventional and could be used against a variety of unorthodox 
opinions, without the slightest deference to the original sources of 
the heresy. 

Heaven and earth were seen as deities by every polytheistic culture 
surrounding Israel. Even Persian and Greek philosophy maintained 
that they were divine. However, no culture around the Jews during 
that period maintained that heaven and earth were the only two gods. 
It is not likely that either polytheism or strict dualism is the doctrine 
attacked in this passage. 

The same tradition is attached to a variety of different scriptural 
verses: Gen. 4:1, and Gen. 21:20, to name the principal ones. All of 


7 The Soncino Midrash (in English) appears to understand the passage in this 
third way. Freedman and Simon translate 3 L 3 as “No” and see the sense of the 
passage as follows: “No! 3 T the heavens is to include the sun and the moon, the 
stars and the planets W 3 T the earth is to include trees, herbage and the garden of 
F.den.” Thus they sec an implied change of speaker for this last paragraph. 
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these occurrences, as we shall see, are designed to combat some unstated 
heresy, although no unified conception of the heresy can be discovered. 
In view of this, one must suspect that the redactor brought a perfectly 
innocent, non-polemical, exegetical controversy between Ishmael and 
Akiba into a new context where the controversy could have a polemical 
ramification. 

We cannot tell which context is the original location for the 
argument. Ishmael and Akiba’s argument makes more sense at Gen. 1 
than at other places, as we shall see. But the state of the text makes 
one hesitant to associate it with any one scripture. After all, there are 
thousands of “ 3 T’s” in the Bible. 

Only when one abandons the idea that the “tannaitic” argument 
itself condemns heresy can one rely on what previous scholars have 
said. Ishmael and Akiba were arguing over an exegetical principle. 
Any other issue remains ambiguous. Nevertheless, somebody saw it as 
a convenient foil against a variety of unstated heretical beliefs. 

Scholars have suggested a relationship between the argument between 
Akiba and Ishmael at Gen. 1 and gnosticism. 8 Joel was the first to 
see a relationship between the passage and the report of the Marcosian 
Gnostics by Irenaeus. (Adv. Haer. 1:18). According to this report, 
the gnostics held the belief that “God,” “beginning,” “heaven,” and 
“earth” in the first verse of the Bible were all to be considered part 
of a divine tetrad. 

Actually, many other doctrines could have been the subject of the 
polemic as well. For instance, in the Apophasis Megale, ascribed to 
Simon Magus, the Samaritan from Gitta, there is a doctrine which sounds 
even more suitable. The creation is accomplished by the logos, “who 
stands, stood and will stand.” He creates all the other powers, the first 
two of which are identified with heaven and earth. They, in turn, 
become allegorized as male and female principles in the formation 
of embryos, through an allegorical reading of the narrative of the 
garden of Eden. Wherever heaven and earth are hypostasized creatures 
in any fantastic gnostic system, not just the Simonian system, one could 
expect the rabbinic argument to be relevant. Furthermore, as is growing 
clear from the Nag Hammadi texts, Gen. 1 was a favorite Bible passage 
in almost every variety of gnostic exegesis. Practically any kind of 
gnosticism could be suitably answered in the polemic. 


8 The scholars who see this passage as referring to gnosticism are Joel, Blicke , 
p. 169; Marmorstein, Essays in Anthropomorphism> p. 10. 
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However, the most widespread sectarian doctrine derived from the 
first chapter of Genesis had to do with a second power, the logos , 
and not with gnosticism specifically. Of all the terms in the first 
sentence of the Bible, “In the beginning”—not either “heavens” or 
“earth”—was the most commonly used to derive a second divine 
creature. “In the beginning” is often understood as “by means of ‘The 
Beginning,’ ” thus hypostasizing a principal angelic helper in creation. 
Even in the gnostic systems mentioned above, the logos is present as 
creator of the many divine archons. These themes seem to be based on 
the well-known identification of Wisdom as God’s helper in creation 
(See Gen. R. 1, for instance). Furthermore, in the fragmentary tar- 
gum 9 we find an interesting variant of the theme. Because it‘was 
assumed that God’s Wisdom had mediated the creation, the targum 
translated “In the beginning” as “By wisdom.” The Samaritan liturgy 
also contains that reading. 19 

This also may be the basis of the Sophia legend among the gnostics. 
The Tract at us Triparti t us of the Jung Codex emphasizes that though 
Wisdom fell from grace she had done so independently, by her own 
authority ( exousia , 1:3). Furthermore, Christians, as exemplified by 
the church father Theophilus, maintained that “in the beginning” 
actually meant “Christ” because the gospel of John had identified the 
logos with the messiah. So many dangerous doctrines depend on the 
first verse of the Bible that one is reluctant even to specify which one 
is the most likely to have been the target of the polemic. 11 

If Akiba wanted to defend against any of these doctrines, he picked 
a weak and indirect argument. Pointing out that “ 3 T” rendered “heaven 
and earth” direct objects would be little help against such well- 
developed heresies. Either the original dispute between Ishmael and 
Akiba was unrelated to this conflict or it was imperfectly transmitted. 
I suggest it was both. 

However, the text makes more sense as an anti-heretical polemic 
when one assumes that later rabbis wanted to defeat a variety of 
heresies about the creation of the world. First of all, they could rely 
on a tradition about two great rabbis. Secondly, while the discussion 
actually does not demonstrate that the only divine being in the first 


9 H. K. Weiss, Untersuchungen zur Kosmologie des hellenistischen und pal'dstini- 
schen Judentums (Berlin: 1966), p. 199 and Gilles Quispel, “From Mythos to Logos,” 
Eranos Jahrbuch , 29 (1970), (pub. 1973, 323-340), now in Gnostic Studies , 1 , 163. 

10 Samaritan Liturgy, XVI, 1 (ed., Heidenheim, 25). 

11 This will be discussed further in Section III. See p. 184 f. 
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verse of the Bible is God, it could be maintained by later sages that 
the great rabbis had had that issue in mind. Furthermore, the history 
of the text’s transmission shows just such a trend toward more and 
more explicit reference to heresy. It seems unlikely that the original 
issue of the text (or even the original target of the polemical under¬ 
standing) can be recovered, but the ambiguity of the tradition allows 
it to be used broadly against heresy. 

The other midrashim concerned with this dispute of Ishmael and 
Akiba also reflect a later polemical intent, although it is not always 
clear that gnosticism was the heresy implied. Apparently the rabbis 
quickly saw that the argument between Akiba and Ishmael about the 
meaning of “’T” was a good counter argument to speculation in 
Genesis 1:1, where it makes a certain degree of sense. But they also 
used it in reference to various other Scriptural passages, where the 
discussion between R. Akiba and R. Ishmael is almost completely 
irrelevant. 

In reference to Genesis 21:20 (“And God was with the youth,” 
i.e., Ishmael) the rabbis noticed the problem posed by an incorrect 
interpretation of the “ 5 T.” In this case, when the 3 T is interpreted as 
introducing the direct object, one is left with the meaning “The Lord 
became a youth.” Orthodoxy interpreted the phrase to mean “and the 
Lord was with the youth as 3 T must have originally been understood. 
If the 3 T had been left out, they say, “the verse would be very difficult." 
Indeed so! But this is not analogous to the Genesis verse because what 
is really at stake is the interpretation of °T (d.o. or “with”), not strictly 
its presence or absence. If J T were present and being used to introduce 
the direct object, the question would still be difficult. One has to 
assume that the tradition about Ishmael and Akiba was grafted con¬ 
ventionally onto this section because it was seen as a defense against 
heretical arguments. Yet strictly speaking, Ishmael and Akiba’s argu¬ 
ment is not applicable to the biblical verse. Of course, a number of 
different groups maintained that God became a youth. Merkabah 
mysticism may be implicated. The N C R of Gen. 21:20 is a technical 
term for the younger figure in the mystical speculation. 12 However, 
any Christian group which believed in divine incarnation could also 
have been the target of such a tradition. There is no sure way to 
distinguish between the various opponents at this time. The only thing 
which can be said with reference to this passage is that the opponent 
would have to read Hebrew. 

12 See p. 67 f. for a discussion of N C R in Jewish mystical writings. 
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Another context for the argument between Ishmael and Akiba over 
the use of the "^T” is Gen. 4:1, the folk etymology for the name 
"Cain." In this case there is a clear polemical setting for the discussion. 
Cain’s name is understood by means of the phrase: “With YHWH(’s 
help) I have acquired a son." However, the statement could also be 
taken to mean “I have acquired a son through YHWH,” or even, “I have 
received YHWH as husband." Notice again that the presence or absence 
of 3 T is not the issue; the meaning of the word is in dispute. Were the 
5 T absent, the word would yield the sentence “I have acquired a man 
of God," which is irrelevant for the argument. 

There is a long history of exegesis about the offspring of Cain, 
who were regarded, like Cain himself, as wholly evil. 14 Many heretical 
groups came to be associated with Cain. 15 

N. A. Dahl has suggested a plausible theory of how heretical 
groups came to be identified with Cain and also how the gnostic 
group, the Cainites, may have taken such a figure for their hero or 
eponymous ancestor. Perhaps another example of understanding the 
tetragrammaton as one of the angels lies behind this passage. i(i In 
orthodox eyes, the angel is no longer good. Rather he is Satan and he 
is seen as the angel who commits adultery with Eve. Therefore, the 
defensive tradition would be based on the idea that Cain is the first¬ 
born of Satan, making his offspring anathema. Such a defensive argu¬ 
ment was used not only by the rabbis but also by the evangelists (John 
8:44) and the church fathers (Polycarp 7:1). In the evangelist’s case, 
the appellation is used against Jews: Whoever does not want to believe 
in Jesus has Cain for a father instead of Abraham. The Jews who 
are the target of this charge were accusing Jesus of being a Samaritan. 
It is possible that the accusation of being an offspring of Cain was 
first a Jewish charge against Christians (and others such as Samaritans) 


l:) Seth-Cain typology in Arm. Adam 63-64, IF. Sol. 2:24, Post. 42, see also 35, 38, 
Det. 78, see also 32, 68, 103. 

11 /£, HI, 493 (“demiurge”); Comp Gen. R. 8:9. Marmorstein, Unity, p. 483; 
Background, p. 1 56. 

Iu See Aptowitzer, p. 11. In the fragmentary targum a tradition is recorded that 
Cain said to his brother in the field “I believe that the world was not created with the 
attribute of mercy." See also Aptowitzer, p. 12 and p. 122, n. 63, and A. J. Braver, 
"The Debate Between a Sadducee and Pharisee in the Mouths of Cain and Abel,” 
Beth Miknt, 44 (1971), 583-585 (Hebr.). More importantly in Tg. Ps. Jn 4:1, 5:3 
and PRE 21, 22 Cain is not viewed as the offspring of Adam. 

10 See Dahl, p. 72; based on Gen. 16:7-13; 22, 11-16; Ex. 3:27, Ki. 6:11-24; Zach. 
3:1 f.; and Odeberg, III Enoch, Intro. 82 f., 90, 117, 119, 188-192. 
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which was here reversed by the Christians as a defense against the 
charge. 

The heresiologists knew of a gnostic group which actually called 
themselves Cainites and traced their lineage back to him. According 
to them, Cain had a greater power than Abel because his power came 
from above. This idea may have been based on some other tradition 
about angelic agency in Gen. 4:1. The heretics would have regarded 
a good angel as the father of Cain. Philo, who sees Cain as a symbol 
for evil, admits a similarity with Enoch and Melchizedek in that the 
scripture does not record his death. 17 No doubt this fact was not lost on 
the Cainites either. It would not be improbable for Cainites to have 
based traditions about Cain’s translation to heaven and enthronement 
on scriptural grounds, since we find enthronement traditions about 
Enoch and Melchizedek based on scriptures’ omission of a report of 
their death. 

Nor was the positive evaluation of Cain restricted only to the Cainites. 
The Perateans suggested that it was only the demiurge, the god of 
this world, who did not accept the offering of Cain. 18 Marcion taught 
that the high god accepted Cain, leaving Abel and Abraham and their 
descendants behind unsaved. 19 

The groups who viewed Cain positively had merely accepted the 
charge of being the first-born of Satan which was hurled at them by 
orthodoxy. However, they turned it into a positive attribution. The 
later church fathers also said that Cainites took Judas Iscariot as well 
as Cain as a hero. 20 This "negative value” kind of Judaism or 
Christianity was a product of the intense three-way polemic going on 
between Judaism, gnosticism and Christianity—with the gnostic groups 
being opposed by both sides. 

That the paragraph of rabbinic discussion between Ishmael and 
Akiba could be associated with all these different heretical arguments 
makes sense best in a polemical environment. The biblical Ishmael 
and Cain became allegorized as the ancestors of groups who had fallen 
away from the truth while Genesis 1:1 was the source of most all 
of the gnostic cosmologies. 

The exact conflict between Akiba and Ishmael is unclear. The 


1 7 Fug. 64. 

18 Hippolyt. Ref., V, 16:9- 
See p. 234 f. 

20 Friedlander, Gnosticismus, p. 19-24. Puech ascribes the Gospel of Tudas to the 
Cainites. (Dahl, p. 80). 
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evidence is that it was unclear to early tradition as well. Some rabbis 
later remembered an historical argument between the tannaim in a new 
context and used it as a convenient counter to cosmological, angelo- 
logical, ascension, and gnostic traditions. The redactor seems to be the 
one who made sure that the argument appeared at Gen. 4:1 and 21:20. 
It is possible that Akiba and Ishmael actually argued about Gen. 1:1. 
But from the state of our texts, it is impossible to isolate the original 
issue exactly. The original disagreement seems to have concerned exe- 
getical methodology, later reinterpreted under the pressure of the 
gnostic controversy. Both heresy and orthodoxy accepted the metaphor 
that they were brothers—but ironically, vilification, not brotherhood, 
was the purpose of the identification. As far as “two powers” is con¬ 
cerned, it is clear that only some of the possible heretical traditions 
deal specifically with doctrines about a second, angelic helper for God. 
The term is quickly brought into a variety of contexts, many of which 
are anti-gnostic, and some of which have nothing to do with the earliest 
level of the heresy. 



CHAPTER FIVE 


MIDRASHIC WARNING AGAINST 
“TWO POWERS” 

PASSAGE 5 

Sifre Deuteronomy 379 

See now that I, even I, am He. (Dt. 32:39). This is a response to those who 
say there is no power in heaven. He who says there are two powers in 
heaven is answered: “Has it not elsewhere been said: 'And there is no God 
ivith me! " And similarly (for one who says) “There is no power in it 
(heaven) to kill or to revive, none to do evil or to make good," Scripture 
teaches: “See now that 1, even I, am He. I kill and 1 revive" (Dt. 32:39). 
And Again, “Thus says YHWH, the king of Israel and his deliverer, YHWH 
of Hosts. I am the first, I am the last, and besides Me there is no God." 
(Is. 44:6). 

Another interpretation: “I kill and 1 revive" (Dt. 32:39). This is one 
of four sure allusions to resurrection of the dead: 1 kill and 1 revive (Dt. 
32); Let my soul die the death of the righteous\ Let Reuben live and not die 
(Dt. 33); After two days he will revive us (Hosea 6). I might think that 
death was by one (power) while life was by another. Scripture teaches: 
“I wounded and I will heal." Just as wounding and healing is by one 
(power), so is death and life by one (power alone), i 

None escape my hand: No father can save his sons. Abraham could not 
save Ishmael and Isaac could not save Esau. From this example, I know 
only that fathers cannot save their sons. From where do I learn that brothers 
may not save their brothers? Scripture teaches: “No man can ransom his 
brother" (Ps. 49:8). Isaac did not save Ishmael, Jacob did not save Esau. 
Even if a man were to give all the money in the world, it would not give 
him atonement, as it is said: “No man can ransom his brother... his ransom 
would cost too much..." ( Ibid .). A soul is dear. When a man sins with it, 
there is no compensation. 


1 Midrash Tannaim: Another interpretation: See vote, l, even I, am He. R. Eliczer 
said: Why is it suitable for Scripture to say “l” twice? The Holy One, Blessed be 

He said: ‘I am in this world and I am in the world to come. F am He who redeemed 

Israel from the hand of Egypt and I will redeem it in the future at the end of the 
Fourth Kingdom/ ” And there is no God with Me: livery nation who says there is a 
second god will I prohibit from eternal life, and every nation who says, there is no 

second god, 1 will give them resurrection in the future. I will kill these and revive 

those, as it says “/ kill and l revive /* 
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This anonymous passage in Sifre cannot be shown to be aimed merely 
at one heretical group. It is a cleverly designed anthology of arguments 
against various views which the rabbis opposed. Something about the 
character of the heretical doctrines can be learned, but the final identi¬ 
ties of any groups espousing the doctrines is elusive. The best we can 
do is note the form of the argument. First, those who deny the existence 
of God are refuted by reference to Dt. 32:39a. This is obviously an 
important scriptural weapon because immediately thereafter those who 
believe in “two powers” in heaven are refuted with the continuation 
of the same verse. Finally, those who believe in God but deny His 
ability to kill or bring to life are refuted by reference to Is. 44:6. 

Great difficulty is encountered when one attempts to find hints of 
the identifies of the opponents. Biichler 2 argued that the opponents 
in this passage must be either Jews, Judeo-Christians or gnostics by 
reasoning that the use of biblical passages would be little help in 
combatting gentiles, for whom the Bible held no authority. Buchler’s 
guess is hardly a specific identification, yet even this argument must 
remain open to question. This particular passage (as opposed to the 
earlier traditions) might have been only a rabbinic stylization of various 
arguments and used only within the Jewish community. 

Nor does it seem likely that the rabbis could have had only one 
group of heretics in mind. The first opponents mentioned seem to be 
atheists. Other passages in rabbinic literature are amenable to the 
suggestion that there were atheistic Jews. For instance, Sifre to Dt. 
32:21 3 says “I will vex them with a foolish people” as a reference to 
minim. Then it further characterizes the heresy by applying Ps. 14:1 
“The fool says in his heart, there is no God.” Of course, few people 
in the ancient world denied deity completely, but Epicureans were 
often called atheists because they felt the gods could effect nothing 
in the world and were irrelevant to men. Furthermore, the midrash 
knows of Jews who believed that the world operated “automatically,” 4 
which implies that some Jews of the period were students of Epicurean 
philosophy. 5 


2 Biichler, Minim, p. 267. Stauffer, TDNT, III, p. 99 associates the verses with 
Marcion. See Marmorstein, EJ (1931). VII, 564. 

3 Finkelstein, p. 367, Sifre Deut. 32:21 (pp. 320, 137a). 

I Midr. Psalms, I, 5 see Krauss, II, p. 4. See also Sifre Deut., pp. 221. Josephus, 
Antiquities, 10, 278. Lieberman, How Much Greek ? p. 130. 

15 Sifre Num. 112, m. San. X i; m. Aboth II 14; b. San. 99b and 38b; Gen-. R. 
ch. 19:1; Sifre Dt. 12, t. Sanh. XIII, 5b (17a); also A. Marmorstein, ‘‘Les fipicuriens 
dans la literature talmudiqiie," REJ, LIV (1907), 181-193; Yalk. Zach., pp. 582, 
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These atheists may be related to the opponents who either deny 
that “God neither kills nor brings to life,” or those who felt that He 
"neither causes evil nor good.” Since two separate heretical arguments 
are mentioned, it is possible that there were really two distinct heresies, 
the first of which denied resurrection, the second of which denied 
reward and punishment or even divine providence entirely. However, 
in that case, those who deny reward and punishment could have easily 
been included under the first category of “those who believe that there 
is no authority in heaven.” 

Even leaving aside the atheists who may be separate from the 
others, the same group who believed in “two powers” could not 
have also believed that God had no power to do either evil or good. 
Some hypothetical heresy may have believed that one god did not 
supervise activities, leaving all immanent functions to another god, 
or that one god was the author of evil while the other god created 
good; but it is not likely that any group accepted both dualism and 
the lack of punishment and reward at the same time. No specific 
relationship between the three types of doctrines is implied in the 
passage, beyond the rabbinic opposition which they all share. The thread 
of the argument comes from the scriptural quotation rather than 
logical argumentation. The different doctrines opposing the rabbis 
are so tied to the exegesis of the passage that one must suspect that 
some of the doctrines are completely theoretical, derived merely from 
the words of scripture and do not reflect actual heretical doctrines. 

However, this suspicion cannot be entirely demonstrated either. The 
“two powers” argument is brought up because the Hebrew word D NY 
(I) is repeated twice, possibly implying two speakers. This is the kind 
of scripture which might have appealed to various heretical groups. 
Even the LXX translates the verse by repeating “see” twice instead 
of the "I,” implying an early sensitivity to the verse. 

The second paragraph of this section may reflect some real debates. 
It gives four pericopae in scripture from which one can demonstrate 
the doctrine of resurrection. 6 The heretical doctrine is elaborated by 


Yalk. num., pp. 764 b. Hag. 5b, Gen. R. 8:9; b. Ned. 23a, Krauss, p. 107. See 
Marmorstein, RGS, I, p. 52, and especially Urbach, Sages, pp. 73, 311, 588. Talmudic 
uses of the word “apikoros" are compiled by S. Wagner, Religious Non-Conformity 
in Ancient Jewish Life , (unpublished dissertation: Yeshiva University, 1964), 124- 
144. A relationship between Epicurean philosophy and resurrection, providence, mercy 
and justice is provided by Fischel, pp. 35-50. 

0 Midr. Tan. expands the list to ten pericopes in scripture but the additional 
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the charge that one god might be thought to be in charge of killing 
while another is in charge of revivification. This charge is countered 
by use of Hos. 6:2 where God says that He has struck down and will 
heal. Just as one God alone strikes down with sickness and heals, so too 
only one God is responsible for life and death. 7 Of course, logically 
and historically, healing and resurrection may be separate ideas con¬ 
nected only by their similar form. They also have no absolute connection 
with dualism and may just as well imply polytheism or merely the 
existence of a doctrine of a demonic world opposing the divine plan. 
In that case one set of divine creatures would be responsible for all the 
sickness in the world, while another would be responsible for healings. 8 

In the first paragraph of the text we had a clear reference to “two 
powers in heaven” but no clear evidence that the doctrine was related 
to any of the other heresies mentioned. In the second paragraph of 
the text, there is an ambiguous reference to a doctrine which might 
be dualistic but might as well be polytheistic, together with a discussion 
of the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead. No historical information 
may be concluded from such an anthology. 

Based on Hoffman’s research, it is generally assumed that the 
additional midrash appearing in Midr. Tan. is a secondary elaboration 
stemming from a later period and perhaps dating as late as the eighth 
century, because the first other appearance of that tradition is the Pirke 
of Rabbi Eliezer (hereafter PRE) which is commonly understood to 
have been edited in the eighth century. 9 This additional midrash does 
record evidence about “two powers in heaven.” It assumes that those 
who believe in a second god are from gentile nations ( got ) and links 
that doctrine with the discussion of resurrection in the following way: 
Those gentiles who deny a second god will be saved to enjoy resur¬ 
rection, but those who do not deny the second god will not enjoy the 
benefits of the world to come. It seems that an eighth century midrashist 


passages do not always seem appropriate for proving a doctrine of resurrection 
from Torah. 

7 See Marmorstein, Unity , p. 447 and Ex. R. 28:3. God's revelation takes different 
shapes but this variety does not in the least imply the theory of “two powers." In 
regard to Moses, see p. 14 5. Elsewhere the same God wounds and heals, reveals 
himself in the same moment in the East, West, North and South. See p. 1317. 

8 For the operation of this kind of belief in the Hellenistic world see E. R. Dodds, 
“Man and the Demonic World," Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (Cam¬ 
bridge: 1965), pp. 27-68. 

0 M. D. Herr dates PRE to the first half of the eighth century in Palestine just 
prior to the fall of the Omayyad dynasty, see EJ. 


7 
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has simply assumed that the two paragraphs of the midrash (the first 
describing atheists, dualists, etc., and the second describing resurrection) 
are related. Probably he did so on the basis of m San. 10:1 which states 
that all Israel has a share in the world to come, then defines those 
sinners who have lost their portion. The Epicurean, he who denies 
the divine origin of the Law, and he who does not admit that resur¬ 
rection is prophesized in the Torah are all condemned by the Mishnah. 
But since “two powers” heresy is not explicitly mentioned by the 
Mishnah, the midrashic commentator wants to make sure that the 
penalties for ditheism are clearly spelled out as well. He does so by 
connecting the discussion of resurrection at the beginning of the 
second paragraph in Sifre Dt. with the caveat against dualism at the end. 

In the third paragraph of the Sifre passage, there are a few clues 
to the identity of the unspecified sectarian groups, but there is no 
implied relationship between the sectarian practices in any of the other 
paragraphs. In the third paragraph the midrashist warns that fathers 
cannot save their sons nor brothers save their brothers from retribution 
for sin. That families will be split up on the day of judgment is a 
standard motif appearing many times in the literature of the day and, 
in fact, in many different religious systems throughout the world. 10 

That no father can redeem his son and no son redeem his father is 
a tradition present in other rabbinic writings as well. 11 Elsewhere, 
the dictum is modified to allow that a son can redeem his father, 
although no father can redeem his son. Rabbinic literature does record 
that the patriarch Abraham redeemed his father, Terah. Ginzberg 
feels that this type of statement is a warning against excess in the 
doctrine of “the Merits of the Fathers,” by which the goodness of the 
patriarchs in the past was believed to atone for an individual’s misdeed 
in the present. 12 This suggests that some of rabbinic opposition in 
this passage could be directed against abuse of rabbinic doctrines or 
against the far more serious problem of the exaltation of Abraham 
or Jacob found in apocalyptic documents and pseudepigrapha. 

There is no clear evidence, then, that the three paragraphs in this 
section can be viewed as speaking about only one group. What unites 
them is only that the rabbis use the quotation from Deuteronomy as 


10 See vivid descriptions of heart-rending family separations in Mt. 24:40, Lk. 
X7:34, Quran 23:103, 80:33 f., b. San 104a, 4 l*zra 7:102, Bundahisn 31. Winston, 
Iranian Component , 196. 

11 M. Ps. 46:1, San. 104a, for example. 

r2 Ginzberg, Legends, V, 274 f., 419, see [f l-noch 53:1. 
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an opportunity to discuss and dismiss conclusively various doctrines 
which they oppose. It is clear that the redactor of the Sifre felt that the 
doctrines could readily be grouped together but the exact basis of 
the grouping, and hence, the exact character of the groups under 
discussion, became quickly muted in the transmission of the tradition 
and remains elusive. 

Although no one group can be definitely identified, the fact that 
more than one group can be seen in the passage is a positive conclusion. 
What may be certainly concluded is that Herford and Buechler were 
hasty in applying these passages only to Christians. Christians do 
remain a possibility for the subject of some of the traditions. However, 
Samaritans, gnostics and Jewish apocalyptic groups cannot be excluded. 
It seems likely that such editorial redactions of Midrash were respon¬ 
sible for the expansion of the term “two powers in heaven” by later 
rabbis until it could cover many heretical groups. The problem is to 
discover which of the heretical groups were actually called "two powers 
in heaven” by the earliest tannaitic sages before the designation became 
common. Because of the ambiguity of the passages, no evidence can 
be found for changing the conclusion that the earliest traditions posited 
a separate, principal, angelic helper, of God on the basis of scriptural 
theophany texts. The other traditions seem to be later additions to 
the polemic. However, from this pericope, we can conclude that Deu¬ 
teronomy 32:39 became a favorite scripture—like Exodus 20, Dt. 6:4, 
Isaiah 44-47—to defeat heretical notions of the godhead. There are 
important correlations between arguments of God’s justice and mercy 
and “two powers” heresy in this passage. But the exact relationship 
cannot be defined. All we can say is that after a certain point in time, 
many forms of mediation—from binitarianism to extreme, opposing 
dualism—were subsumed under the title "two powers in heaven.” 

PASSAGE 6 
Numbers 15:30 

But the person who sins presumptuously, native or alien, he insults the 
Lord. 


Sifre Zuta Shalah 15:30 

The person —This refers to him who says: “There is no power in heaven!” 
The person ... and the person —This refers to him who says: “There are 
two powers in heaven.” 

Who sins presumptuously —to include him who sins intentionally. 
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he insults the Lord —Why do idolators resemble one who empties a pot 
while stirring it, so that nothing remains. [See p. 92 n. 18 for this trans¬ 
lation]. 

This passage in Sifre Zuta (passage 6) resembles that in Sifre 
Deuteronomy (passage 5) in that it uses the repetition in the wording 
of scripture as an occasion to discuss “two powers in heaven.” It is 
generally supposed that Sifre Zuta is from the “school of R. Akiba” 
and is part of the traditions handed down through the academy of 
R. Eliezer b. Jacob II (135-170 C.E.). This would contrast with the 
previous passage in Sifre Deuteronomy (passage 5) which has been 
attributed by Epstein to "the school of R. Ishmael.” is In any event 
like the last tradition, the redaction is quite late and specific information 
about the tannaim will be difficult to come by. We may assume that 
the concern to safeguard the community from those who believe in 
“two powers in heaven” was evidenced in both “schools” of midrash 
and that similar exegetical means were found to show that such a heresy 
was forbidden in scripture. In Sifre Deuteronomy (passage 5), the 
fallacy of “two powers” doctrines was outlined. Here scripture is used 
to occasion a discussion of the penalties for the heresy. In Sifre Deute¬ 
ronomy (passage 5) the views might be seen as sectarianism. Here 
it is clearly heresy and punishable by severe means. 

Nu. 15:30 is quite well suited for use as an attack against inhospitable 
doctrines. It is from the part of Nu. which outlines the procedures 
for the various sacrifices which all residents in the Holy Land should 
bring to the Lord to atone for various transgressions, both accidental 
and willful. Nu. 15:30 states that any person “who sins presump¬ 
tuously,” whether he be born in the land or a stranger, is a reproach 
to the Lord. The penalty for such an offense is KRT. The stern wording 
makes the verse ideal for use against heretics. In fact, the passage 
in Nu. makes such good sense against rabbinic opponents that it has 
been used by many teachers to apply to many different enemies. In 
the Sifre , 14 for instance, “he who sins presumptuously” is taken to 
signify he who makes perverse interpretations of scripture (MGLH 


13 Mielziner, Introduction to the Talmud (New York: 1969), p. 285. Epstein, 
NBW 3 WT, pp. 625-633, esp. 628, where the passage in question from Sifre Dt. is 
attributed to R. Ishmael’s school although the majority of Sifre Dt. is from R. Akiba’s 
school. It should be noted that the schools mentioned indicate two differing redac- 
tional principles but not any real connection to the academies of these two sages. 
See £/, “Midrashei Halakha,” “PRE,” “M.T." and “Sifre Zuta” (M. D. Herr). 
A summary of critical opinion on each midrash will also be found there. 

14 Sifre 120. 
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PNYM BTWRH) while “he reproaches the Lord” is taken to mean 
he who indulges in fatuous interpretations (YW5B WDWR5 BHG- 
DWT SL DWPY). 15 These apparently refer to unacceptable exegetes 
or parties within the rabbinic movement. On the next verse, the Sifre 
records that “because he despised the word of the Lord” refers to 
Sadducees while “he broke His commandments” refers to the Epi¬ 
cureans. 16 R. Simeon b. Eleazar (170-200 C.E.) felt that the “soul 
shall be cut off” should be taken to refer to the Samaritans “who 
believe that the dead do not revive.” He makes evident an ironic 
principle in attempting to fit each heretical deed with its proper 
punishment. From the rabbinic perspective, the Sadducee has despised 
the word of the Lord because he rejected the oral Torah. Epicureans 
have broken the commandments because they felt that the gods were 
irrelevant to man’s existence. The punishment meted out to Samaritans 
also fits their crime: they are cut off from eternal life. In Sifre the 
opponents seem to refer to people who do not respect accepted tradi¬ 
tions about the meaning of scripture within the academy. All of the 
groups opposed to the rabbis, then, seem to have real knowledge of 
scripture and can be called either rabbinic sectarians or Jewish heretics. 

The passage in Sifre Zuta (passage 6) also includes those who 
believe in “two powers in heaven” among those to whom the penalty 
of KRT applies. How much of the characterization of the heretics in 
the paragraph actually applies to those who believe in “two powers in 
heaven” is uncertain, just as it was uncertain in passage 5. However 
here, even the characterization of the heresy is somewhat unclear. 
There is a rabbinic debate about the meaning of the word MGDP, 
(which I have been translating as “He reproaches the Lord”). The 
rabbis were concerned to define the exact nature of the reproach. In 
our passage, it is assumed that MGDP means “idolator,” which is the 
majority opinion among the rabbis. This would imply that the rabbis 
were protesting the community from Jews who went over to gentile 
ways. But R. Akiba is supposed by tradition to have dissented from 
this view. He believed that MGDP referred to a blasphemer, as indeed 
is its usual meaning in the targums (II K 21:13) and many places in 
the Mishnah. 17 

But the problem is not just one of definition. There is also a problem 


16 Bacher, Exegetische Terminologie , p. 149. 

10 Sifre 121. 

17 E.g., Ker. 1:2, Sanh. 7:5, j. A. Zar. 3 (42d) as well as Tosefta and Targum 
on Kings ad loc. (Sperber, v. 2, p. 310). 
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in the consistency of penalties in the law. In b. Ker. 7b the rabbis 
decide that MGDP must be an idolator in order for the law’s penalties 
to be applied consistently. This explains the irony that in Sifre Zuta, a 
document from the “school of R. Akiba,” those redacting in R. Akiba’s 
name list only the opposing, later predominant perspective that the 
crime is idolatry, not mentioning what was thought to have been R. 
Akiba’s own understanding of the term—blasphemy, is 

In the received edition it seems clear that two crimes are assumed 
for the purpose of deciding the penalties, so both the characterization 


18 Though this reading testifies to the outcome of the dispute, other places in 
tannaitic literature show that the dispute continued for some time before the authorita¬ 
tive ruling was made, for R. Akiba’s position on the question is often remembered. 
As the tradition developed, other closely associated traditions became included and 
added to the confusion. In Sifre Zuta , for instance, the etymology of G-D-P is taken 
as proof that the meaning of the reproach is idolatry. The proof rests on what must 
have been an expression in common usage. "After doing something to the bowl, 
a man has scraped it so clean that nothing remains.” This self-defeating process is 
compared to idolatry, but neither the vehicle nor the tenor of the comparison is 
completely clear. 

First the vehicle of the metaphor: Horowitz suggests that the text should be amended 
from NTR to NTL so that the phrase would mean, "after receiving the bowl.” 
Lieberman (Sifre Zulu, p. 5 n. 12) takes issue, saying that the correct emendation 
is to N C R (on the pattern of m. Kelim 28:2) which then would make the metaphor 
to empty the pot by means of stirring it and, in the process, scraping it out of 
impatience. Lieberman’s emendation is the most carefully reasoned. 

Other recensions of the tradition have tried to clarify the problem vis-a-vis the 
tenor of the metaphor. In the Sifre to this passage, the same difference of opinion is 
mentioned as an issue between R. Eleazar ben Azariah (T2) and Tssi ben Akabiah 
(T5!). The earlier sage says that it is as if a man said to his compatriot “You scraped 
the bowl and nothing remains of it.” Both seem to be implying that the damage was 
done in the process of emptying. In j. San. 25b Simon b. Eleazar (T5) is quoted as 
saying that the MGDP and the idolator scrape out everything and don’t leave a 
commandment. He allows two different categories of sinner, MGDP and idolator, 
but sees that the etymology implies only that both violate all the commandments. 
In b. Keritot 7b each of the two etymological explanations are split up on corresponding 
sides of the debate about whether MGDP means idolator or blasphemer. The rabbis 
here report that Elazar b. Azariah was understood to say MGDP is one who scrapes the 
dish and does not impair it while R. Issi said MGDP refers to one who scrapes the 
dish and does impair it. Then the talmud goes on to say that R. Elazar b. Azariah 
meant the passage to refer to those who worship idols while Is si and some other 
sages as well said that the phrase referred to blasphemers. According to this tradition 
the basic metaphor is as follows: Even if one may still believe and recognize the 
supremacy of the creator (a much more sophisticated understanding of the worship 
of eikons than the rabbis usually evince), when one has committed blasphemy, one 
has deprecated the creator himself. Blasphemy then becomes the more severe crime in 
the eyes of the rabbis, though both blasphemy and idolatry were equally severe in 
point of law. It seems probable then that this passage comes from a time when 
Jewish idolatry was not a problem and the rabbis wanted either to emphasize the 
crime of blasphemy or explain some practice as being less harmful than blasphemy. 
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and the penalties refer to both crimes. The rabbis seem to be saying 
that the people who sin presumptuously include either those who in¬ 
tentionally deny the authority in heaven or promote “two powers in 
heaven,” whether they be part of Israel or outsiders. Atheism and 
dualism were linked in this verse to apply the penalties of idolatry to 
both. They were both seen to be perverters of the truth of the Bible 
and could be discredited with the same scriptural reference. 

In passage 5, the previous anthology of heresy, it was discovered 
that more than one group was condemned in the passage and that 
“two powers in heaven” was only one of the many. Not all doctrines 
in that passage could then be applied without scruple to those who 
believed in “two powers in heaven.” Any of several different groups 
of people—Sadducees, Samaritans, gnostics, Christians—might be im¬ 
plicated if the second paragraph, which concerned resurrection, could 
be taken as relevant to "two powers.” If the third paragraph about the 
redemption by various relatives were also describing the “two powers” 
heresy, then any group which believed in the exaltation of its hero or 
patriarch could be implicated. 

The next logical step is to compare passage 5 with passage 6 and 
ask if any of the groups in passage 5 could have been opposed, charact¬ 
erized and punished by the rabbis as idolators or blasphemers. Such an 
exercise can only cut down the logical possibilities to the strongest 
candidates, not yield a firm rejection of any group or a firm identifica¬ 
tion. But a determination of the strongest candidates is a relevant 
consideration. 

The Sadducees are not prime candidates, for they do not appear 
to have been opposed by the Pharisees in those terms. The accusation 
is probably conventional. The Samaritans, however, were charged with 
both crimes. The idols of the Samaritans were mentioned in 2 Kings 
17:30-31. Accordingly, Sanhedrin 63b informs us that the Samaritans 
continued to worship the gods of their native lands, even after their 
conversion to Judaism. Those from Babylon worshipped a hen, the 
Cuthians a cock, those from Hamath a ram, the Avvites a dog and an 
ass, the Sepharvites the mule and the horse. The Samaritans are even 
said to have fashioned images of Jacob and Joseph to whom they paid 
divine honors, 19 a particularly interesting fact in view of the rabbinic 
warning against reliance on forefathers for salvation. Samaritans are 
also accused of blaspheming God—as, for instance, in j. San. 25d 


0 Ginzberg, Legends , V, pp. 274 f., 419. 
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where R. Simeon b. Lakish (2A) is continuously obliged to rend his 
garments because of a Samaritan’s language. In the same passage, 
gentiles who blaspheme are mentioned so the implication is that some 
Samaritans blaspheme just as some gentiles blaspheme. Yet blasphemy 
is characteristic enough of Samaritans to raise the question among the 
rabbis of whether it is worthwhile continuing the practice of rending 
the garments after hearing it. 

One great difficulty in allowing that Samaritans could have been 
included under the rubric of “two powers in heaven” is to discover if 
anything in their beliefs could be interpreted dualistically or as bini- 
tarianism. While they were certainly viewed as schismatics by the end 
of the mishnaic period, 20 how they would have been characterized 
as “two powers” heretics is not at all clear. It is possible that the 
veneration of Jacob or Joseph along with God, as mentioned above, 
could point to apocalyptic doctrines seen by the rabbis as “two powers 
in heaven.” Another possibility is to stress the link between Samaritan- 
ism and gnosticism, as is so often done by the sources. For instance, 
Simon Magus, the legendary founder of all Christian heresy, was a 
Samaritan. According to Epiphanius 21 the Samaritans were the first 
to identify Shem with Melchizedek and hence Melchizedek’s city of 
Salem with Shechem. 22 It is known from llQMelch at Qumran that 
Melchizedek was often viewed as an eschatological salvation figure, 
similar to the archangel Michael in in many parts of sectarian 
Judaism. 23 

That Christians are included among those who say there are “two 
powers in heaven” has been established previously. Blasphemy was 
one charge levelled at Jesus by Jews according to the New Testament. 
When Jesus was arrested and brought before the High Priest, he is 


20 See J. Purvis, The Samaritan Pentateuch and the Origin of the Samaritan Sect 
(Cambridge, Mass: 1968). Also see M. Smith on Alt and Montgomery's view of 
Samaritanism in Palestinian Parties and Politics that Shaped the O.T . (New York: 
1971), pp. 193-201. See especially J. Fossum, dissertation Utrecht. 

21 Haer 55:6. 

22 See Ginzberg, Legends, V, 226. Also see pseudo-Eupolemus in Euseb. P.E. 9, 
17, 5 where the holy city of Melchizedek is identified with Har Garizim instead of 
the usual Salem or Jerusalem. Epiphanius attributes the Shem-Melchizedek identifi¬ 
cation to the Samaritans while the Jews declare Melchizedek to be the son of a 
prostitute probably on the basis of the tradition that he was “without mother, father 
or genealogy.” This report is particularly relevant when one remembers that “son 
of a prostitute” was also used to describe “two powers” heretics. See p. 54. See 
J. Fossum, dissertation Utrecht, for Samaritan demiurgic traditions. 

23 E.g., T. Levi 17:7. See p. 197, n. 31. 
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asked if he claims to be the messiah. Jesus answered, “I am and you 
shall see ‘the son of man’ sitting on the right hand of power and 
coming in the clouds of heaven.” (Mk. 14:62). According to this 
version of the story of Jesus’ trial, he may have associated himself 
with the "son of man” in Daniel 7:9 f. The reaction of the High 
Priest was to rend his garments and accuse Jesus of blasphemy. Whether 
or not this was the original form of the saying is questionable. The 
church clearly associated Jesus with the son of man, therefore making 
the story’s authenticity problematic. But, by the end of the tannaitic 
period, the claims of the church and not the actual event would have 
been the issue of any debate. If the rabbis heard and accepted the 
Christian story they might have regarded Jesus’ crime as blasphemy, 
although it was not blasphemy in the name of God and hence could not 
carry the penalty of death. The trial of Stephen shows the same em¬ 
phasis. Stephen sees a vision of the heavens opening with Jesus standing 
next to God’s glory, 24 which is meant to refer to Jesus’ words during 
his trial as well. Whatever these traditions imply about the actual 
events, they signify that the Christian community, earlier than 70 
C.E., 25 identified Jesus with the figure of the “son of man” in the 
dream vision at Daniel 7:9 f. which they said the Jewish community 
regarded as blasphemy. 

Idolatry may also have been a charge levelled at Christianity by 
Jews insofar as even some Christians thought other Christians idolatrous 
for eating meat sacrificed to idols. 26 

Christianity and Samaritanism are both closely linked with the gnostic 
movement, for gnosticism was first defined by church fathers (notably 
Irenaeus) as a Christian heresy. Irenaeus explained that the arch-heretic 
responsible for the rise of gnosticism was Simon Magus. Since many 
gnostics believed in the return of the elect to the highest God, it can be 
said that they believed in the immortality of the soul (or at least of 
some souls) but not necessarily in the resurrection of the body, which 
is impure in their speculation. 27 

Of course, these represent only the logical possibilities, not estab- 


24 C. K. Barrett, “Stephen and the Son of Man,” Apophoreta (Berlin: 1964), 
pp. 32-38. 

26 Willi Marxsen, Mark the Evangelist, pp. 151-206. 

26 I Cor. 10:14 f. 

27 The Valentinians, however, are evidently an exception. See, e.g., Elaine H. 
Pagels, " ‘The Mystery of the Resurrection': A Gnostic Reading of 1 Corinthians 15,” 
JBL, 93 (1974), 276-88. 
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lished identifications. But the increasing range of possibilities seems 
to be characteristic of the history of the tradition. The result of viewing 
these passages, then, is not only to realize that various groups may be 
possible candidates for the title of “two powers in heaven,” but also 
to see that groups which we would define as different might have been 
put into a single category by the rabbis. By the time of the editing 
of the midrash, the doctrines of atheism and dualism were being 
associated with proofs about punishment for idolators and blasphemers. 
Various groups charged with these crimes must have been gnostics, 
Christians, Samaritans, and apocalyptists, ail of whom are recognized 
by modern scholarship as speculating on related scriptures, although 
Sadducees and Dead Sea Scroll sectarians may have been earlier targets 
for the same charges. 

We cannot definitely identify a single group as the target for these 
charges by the end of the tannaitic period. By that time, and perhaps 
under the influence of these passages, the term “two powers in heaven” 
became a completely conventional, stereotypic term. It no longer referred 
to one group (if it ever did) and became relevant to a whole series of 
groups, becoming a homologous term with “those who say there is no 
power in heaven” and “those who say there are many powers in 
heaven.” The rabbis must have used it deliberately rather than the 
synonymous term “two gods.” Given the similarity in terms and the 
results of the previous chapters, it seems likely that the vocabulary 
itself was standardized in the middle or late second century at the 
earliest, to be used systematically only by the third and succeeding 
centuries. 2 8 

After the charges against heretics were anthologized in this manner 
it is unlikely that “two powers” could have continued to be used to 
denote a specific group. Too many conflicting doctrines were put 
together. Furthermore, the plethora of terms and doctrines in these 
texts implies that the term “two powers” itself was coined to be 
elastic—fitting any number of different groups which might not other¬ 
wise answer to the description under strict definitions. That, no doubt, 
explains the confusion of modern scholars in isolating a group with 
the doctrines charasteristic of “two powers in heaven.” In the earlier 
periods, we were dealing with specific dangerous scriptures; here we 
are dealing with a number of dangerous doctrines and groups, some 

28 The advantage of RSWT is that it is ambiguous. It tan denote an angelic 
presence, or it can be used to designate domain. See Shab. 1:1 and j. Shab. 1:1. Thus, 
it may imply ditheism or a doctrine of archontic rulers without giving any details. 
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of whom could be characterized as believing in "two powers" but who 
were indiscriminately put together with a variety of different heretics. 
They were all defeated by the use of Nu. 15:30. Thus, the original 
referent of the charge was lost. But the blasphemous and idolatrous 
implications of the heretical beliefs had now been clarified. 29 


20 In the introduction, various means available to the rabbinic community for 
controlling deviance were discussed (see p. 6). Contemporary research on this 
subject has grown more wary of reading rabbinic excommunication—NDWY and 
HRM—into historical descriptions before the third century. Here, in traditions which 
must be later than the third century in their present context, the rabbinic modes of 
excommunication are not mentioned either. Rather the minim who believe in “two 
powers" were said to be worthy of KRT, extirpation. This suggests that rabbinic 
excommunication was reserved for offenders who still viewed themselves as part of the 
community. Crimes worthy of extirpation would include not only blasphemy and 
idolatry, as we have already seen, but also magic, sorcery, and “leading astray." 
There is no way to tell whether this association in Sifre to Nu. 15:30 was made for 
polemical effect, to show the community how bad the heresy was, whether it reflects 
theoretical, legal precedent, or the results of actual cases. It seems most likely that 
these midrashic traditions reflect accusations alone. According to Christian texts, 
such charges were made by the Jews. The New Testament, which tends to look for a 
Jewish religious charge against Jesus rather than a Roman, political one, claims 
that Jesus and Stephen were executed for blasphemy. Church fathers attest that Jews 
called Jesus’ miracles sorcery while the New Testament itself may be sensitive to 
the charge (e.g. Mark 1:23 f., 5:7 f., 7:32 f., 9:23 f.). Even so, such traditions do 
not necessarily reflect actual Jewish reactions to Jesus, rather have been taken by 
Jews and Christians alike through the ages as descriptions of the events. Therefore 
linking groups like Christians with KRT is not illogical. The punishment of KRT 
is extremely elastic and variable. In different forms, different periods, and under 
different situations, it might entail the death penalty or, as is the far more normal 
interpretation, death at the hands of God, who would cut off the life of the offender 
before his appointed time. 



CHAPTER SIX 


MISHNA1C PROHIBITIONS 
AGAINST UNORTHODOX PRAYER 

Like the tannaitic midrashim, the Mishnah has preserved various 
traditions related to “two powers” heretics. The Mishnaic evidence can 
be dated to the late second century for sure, but, like the midrash, 
the Mishnah has been edited in such a way as to obscure the exact 
relationship between “two powers” heresy and the sectarian practice it 
describes. The mishnayot describe relevant heretical practices under the 
rubric of forbidden prayer. Various unacceptable prayers and practices 
described in the Mishnah are ascribed to “two powers” heretics by the 
amoraim, so we can only be sure of the presence of a named heresy 
in the amoraic period after the codification of the Mishnah. Clearly 
the heresy itself and exegesis of the dangerous scriptures on which it 
depended were earlier than the end of the second century. 

The identity of the opponents in the tannaitic tradition is more 
obscure once the amoraic term “two powers” has been removed. The 
tannaim are concerned with some repetitions in prayer and with various 
heretical concepts of justice, goodness and mercy. By the end of the 
tannaitic period, these issues were associated with the “two powers” 
polemic. In passage 1, we saw that it was the rabbis themselves who 
made the association. They offered an exegesis of the names of God 
which emphasized his qualities of justice and mercy counter to, and 
in place of, an heretical doctrine which apparently hypothesized two 
different visual manifestations of God. These passages seem to show 
that the heretics themselves were quite concerned with the problems 
of mercy and justice. 

PASSAGE 7 

Mishnah Berakhot 5:3 

He who says: (in a prayer) (A) “Even to a bird’s nest do your mercies 
extend” or (B) “May your name be remembered for the good” or (C) 
“We give thanks, we give thanks”—is to be silenced. 

Mishnah Megillah 4:9 

(D) He who says: “May the good bless you.”—this is the manner of sec¬ 
tarianism. 
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Jerusalem Talmud Megillah 4:10 75c 

He who says: “May the good bless you—this is two powers.” 

Babylonian Talmud Megillah 25a and Berakhot 33b 

Gemara: We understand why he is silenced if he says “We give thanks, 
we give thanks.” because he is manifesting (a belief) like two powers; 
also if he says, “Be your name mentioned for the good,” because this implies, 
for the good only and not for the bad, and we have learnt, a man must bless 
God for the evil as he blesses Him for the good. But what is the reason for 
silencing him if he says ‘Your mercies extend to the bird’s nest?’ Two 
Amoraim of the West, R. Yosi b. Abin and R. Yosi b. Zebida, give different 
answers; one says it is because it creates jealousy among God’s creatures, 
the other, because he presents the measures taken by the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, as springing from compassion, whereas they are but decrees... 

This tradition occurs in two places in slightly altered form, once 
at Ber. 5:3 and again at Meg. 4:9. The passage apparently condemns 
various liturgical formulas in Palestinian Judaism. Whoever says that 
(A) God’s mercy extends to a bird’s nest or that (B) His name should 
be remembered for the good or who (C) repeates a “modim” prayer 
should be silenced. The Meg. passage contains the additional tradition 
that “He who says (D) ‘May the good bless you’ is acting in the 
manner of sectarianism.” This fourth tradition (D) often appears in 
the manuscripts of the Talmud to Ber. as well as Meg. 

The Mishnah makes no further statement about these forbidden 
prayers. It only includes them in part of the discussion of various 
heterodox liturgical practices to which the rabbis objected. Whether 
they were characteristic of one single group or related in some other 
way is left undiscussed by the rabbis. Elbogen 1 suggested that phrases 
(A), (B), and (D) were additions to the end of the “modim” prayer 
while (C) referred to a repetition of the words at the beginning. The 
basis for this assertion is the record of over three hundred different 
additions to the “modim” prayer from various texts and manuscripts 
of it. A person who uses benediction (A) is described as going before 
the ark, which implies that he was leading prayers. But there is no 
firm evidence that the synagogue was the only setting for all the 
heretical invocations. Before rejecting or accepting Elbogen’s conclu¬ 
sions, let us look at each benediction. 

(C) “We give thanks, we give thanks.” 

The Modim prayer is now one of the last parts of the Amidah, 
a prayer containing eighteen benedictions and one curse, which is 


1 Elbogen, p. 57. 
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essential to eveiy Jewish service. The whole prayer is conventionally 
recited silently, facing Jerusalem, but if a quorum of ten is present, the 
reader of the service repeats the entire prayer aloud. When the Modim 
prayer is read aloud, the congregation responds to it by saying the 
MWDYM DRBNN in an undertone. The two Modim prayers them¬ 
selves differ slightly from one another—the first, emphasizing God’s 
mercies at the end; the latter, the MWDYM DRBNN, emphasizing 
God’s creative powers at the beginning. 2 The MWDYM DRBNN 
is, however, from a period later than the Mishnah, being composed out 
of several phrases suggested by the amoraim. 3 Even assuming without 
evidence that the current method of employing the prayer is roughly 
as ancient as the composition of MWDYM DRBNN, we must con¬ 
clude that among the earliest commentators on the mishnah, it was not 
the repetition of the Modim prayer per se which was the mark of 
sectarianism, for the service began to require a repetition. It must have 
been the intent or content of the repetition, rather than the repetition 
itself, which was the problem. If so, we may suspect that the orthodox 
repetition of the modim prayer in the synagogue emphasized themes 
of mercy and justice as a corrective to an heretical repetition. 

The amoraic traditions concerning the prayer do not clarify the 
heresy. Although they assume that such prayers are to be silenced 
because they manifest “two powers in heaven,” they do not explain 
how. We may suspect that they themselves were guessing. We must 
also be prepared to allow that the tannaim in their day were worried 
by different phenomenon from the amoraim. 

Yet some scholars have dismissed any doubts and seen the tannaitic 
report and the ascription to “two powers” to be both antique and 
trustworthy. Because of this, they can note a relationship between this 
mishnah and a passage in the Qumran Thanksgiving Psalm. 4 5 The 
column reads: 

I Thank Thee, my God, for Thou has dealt wondrously to dust and 
mightily towards a creature of clay! 

I thank Thee, I thank Thee. ■ r > 


2 Birnbaum, p. 91. 

Sotah 40a and j. Ber. 1:5 (3d) Elbogen, p. 58. 

+ This reference was brought to- my attention by Jonas Greenfield, who also 
remains skeptical of the identification. It comes from Jacob Licht, The Thanksgiving 
Scroll: A Scroll from the Wilderness of fudaett: Text, Introduction, Commentary and 
Glossary fin Hebr.l (Jerusalem: 1957), p. 161. 

5 I QH XI, 3. 
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Licht brings up the rabbinic charge casually in reference to the 
MWDH, MWDH in 1. 3. There is good reason for Licht not to stress 
the identification. First of all, MWDH, MWDH is not the same as 
MWDYM, MWDYM. Secondly, there is nothing in the passage which 
the rabbis would have found heretical. There is nothing in the passage 
that is even specifically characteristic of Qumran. Finally, Licht himself 
observes in his critical notes that the repetition of MWDH looks like 
a gloss because it is written below the line. Lohse (i suggests that the 
repetition is a dittography. Now it is still possible that the Qumran 
sectarians would have been called “two powers” heretics by the rabbis. 
But we have no evidence that they were the ones who said “MWDYM... 
MWDYM” or even that they prayed to the angelic captain of evil. 

Moreover, other groups remain just as plausible contenders for the 
charge. Christianity may be implicated because early Christian liturgy 
contained characteristic and crucial prayers that began with the word 
“Eticharistoumen.” “We give thanks” which is a very plausible Greek 
translation for any Hebrew prayer, beginning MWDYM 3 NHNW. 
For instance, the Didache reports that the Eucharist was performed in 
the following manner: 

And concerning the Eucharist, Hold Eucharist thus: First concerning 
the cup, “We give thanks to Thee, our Father, for the holy vine of 
David, thy child, which Thou didst make known to us through Jesus 
Thy child; to Thee belongs glory forever.” And concerning the broken 
bread: “We give thanks, our Father, for the life and knowledge which 
Thou didst make known to us through Jesus, Thy child. To Thee be 
glory forever.” 7 

These two benedictions were to be said previous to what appears to be 
a normal meal. After the meal, an additional benediction was said. 
Beginning the two blessings before the meal with MWDYM instead of 
BRWK may well have caught rabbinic attention. Although there is no 
further evidence to support the identification of this heretical prayer 
with Christianity, the parallel is so striking that it demands serious 
consideration. Of course, there is considerable critical agreement that 
the wording of the eucharist prayer was taken from Jewish sources. 8 


0 Eduard Lohse, Die Texte aus Qumran: Hebrii/sch und Deutsch (Miinchen: 1971), 
p. 152. He suggests the following translation: Ith preise dich, mein Gott. Denn du 
hast wunderbar am Staube gehandelt und am Gebilde von Lchm dich tiberaus herrlich 
erwiesen. 

7 Didache, IX, X, tr. Lake, p. 323. 

K See, for example, Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus (New York: 1966), 
p. 255 f. 
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If Christianity is to be considered a candidate for the heresy in the 
second century, it would have involved not praying to two different 
deities in the synagogue service, as the amoraim assumed, but actually 
referring to a second power in the blessing before the meal. 

If it is true that Christians were the target of this ordinance because 
they repeated a “modim” prayer (albeit not the "Modim” of the 
Amidah), then the Babylonian amoraim, who did not know of the 
earliest identification, assumed that the “two powers” allegation re¬ 
ferred to two different gods. Apparently, such dualists were believed 
to exist in the Babylonian synagogues of their day. Rab Abaye, the 
illustrious authority of the fourth generation of amoraim in Pumpe- 
ditha, adds an exegesis which helps clarify the heretical belief insofar 
as the amoraim are concerned. 

R. Huna says: Whosoever prays at the rear of a Synagogue is called 
wicked. For it is said: The wicked walk round about. Abaye says: 
This only applies where he does not turn his face towards the Synagogue, 
but if he does turn his face towards the Synagogue there is no objection 
to it. There was once a man who prayed at the rear of a Synagogue 
and did not turn his face towards the Synagogue. Elijah passed by 
and appeared to him in the guise of an Arabian merchant. He said to 
him: "... As if there were two powers ?” and drew his sword and 
slew him. 9 

The setting is the synagogue. Probably the Amidah is being dis¬ 
cussed in this passage because S-L-Y was used to denote this prayer. 
What is important to note is, first, the severity of the charge of “two 
powers” in the folk tale. The man is not necessarily guilty of the 
charge. He only appears to be guilty of it. But it is enough to cause 
his death. One suspects that this story has no actual connection with 
the original heresy. There is no awareness of the earlier tannaitic 
traditions. Rather, for the amoraim, the issue was the orientation of the 
congregation towards Jerusalem, not merely that a man was praying 
in the rear or repeating the prayer. The man must have been praying 
toward the back of the synagogue, implying that he was worshipping 
a divine power other than the God of Israel. 


9 b. Ber. 6b, tr. Epstein. The expression for “two powers” here is KDW BR. Some¬ 
thing appears to have been left out of the text. Probably the expression was KDW 
BRY 3 LHYN or possibly KDW BRY 3 YN (two creators!). This raises the possibility 
that the term “two powers” might have been used as a euphemism for a stronger 
term. At any rate, it shows that the older terms for the heresy could have been used 
even after the term “two powers” became virtually standard in referring to phenomena 
of this sort. I have altered Epstein’s translation to suit the context. 
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Quite probably, this a late folk-tale. If so, it is another piece of 
evidence for the process of conventionalization of heresy which is 
evident in other texts. The phenomenon described as “two powers” 
by the amoraim in fourth century Babylonia is certainly different from 
the one characterized by the tannaim in second century Palestine. This 
has to be true, whether or not one accepts Christianity as a likely target 
for the charge. In the late tradition only the term “two powers” 
(and not any consistent description of the heretic) has initiated the 
Elijah folk-tale. 

The amoraim, however, continued to be very conscious of the rela¬ 
tionship between the repetition of the “modim” prayer and “two 
powers.” The third century Babylonian sage, R. Zeira, who studied at 
the Academy in Tiberius, links the Modim prayer with the Shema, 
the central prayer in Jewish liturgy. According to R. Zeira, there were 
those who said the Shema twice as well. But the rabbis distinguish this 
from the “two powers” controversy. The person who repeats the Shema 
is treated as a fool, not as a heretic, for the rabbis attribute the repetition 
to a lack of attention. 

(D) “May the good praise you” 

The Jerusalem Talmud identifies (D) with “two powers in heaven.” 
All sources agree that saying such a thing is heresy but the character 
of the heresy is indistinct. Commentators have suggested a series of 
possible candidates for the heresy, based on guesses about the meaning 
of the saying. It could mean “May the (Lords of) the good bless You,” 
suggesting at least two powers because the mention of powers of good 
(angels?) implies that powers of evil exist as well. It is also possible 
that the heretical groups were saying that certain angels had usurped 
God’s power. In both cases the rabbis could have been objecting to a 
benediction which emphasized God’s providence through various me¬ 
diating figures like angels. 

If the amoraic commentators had good information, it may be that 
the benediction encouraged only good men to praise God, while evil 
men presumably would praise Satan. In this case, the Qumran docu¬ 
ments and associated movements like the covenanters of Damascus 
and the Therapeutae might be indicated, since in their Weltanschauung 
men were split into two camps in this way. But the early heresies are 
not as likely candidates as some later ones. One heretical group which 
might have been implicated is the gnostic sect described in the Book 
of Baruch. The gnostic Justin outlines a system where both the high 


8 
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god and his supporters, once they ascend to heaven, are called “the 
good.” Of course, we know if this group from a Greek report, but 
we do not know whether they or their predecessors or others like 
them could have expressed their prayers in Hebrew. In that case, the 
charge of "two powers in heaven” brought by the Palestinian rabbis 
would have been occasioned by a gnostic system. ] 1 

(A) and (B) 

The other two heretical phrases have no articulated connection to 
the heresy of “two powers in heaven” but they may be implicated by 
being grouped by a redactor with heretical prayers that do. We already 
know that arguments about the justice and mercy of God were brought 
into rabbinic polemic by the middle of the second century. This is 
additional evidence that the tannaim were interested in stressing God’s 
authorship of both mercy and justice. 

(A) “Even to a bird’s nest do Your mercies extend.” 

Perhaps most puzzling is the first phrase (A), which states that 
anyone who says, “Your mercies extend to the nest of a bird,” is to be 
silenced. The Mishnah is alluding to the law of Dt. 22:6, 7 stating 
that the mother bird may not be taken when scavenging for bird’s 
nests. One can take the fledglings but not the mother with the young, 
killing the whole family. No doubt this law is meant to set an humani¬ 
tarian example. Pointing to it in a benediction could, of itself, have 
been no cause for alarm. Consequently, there is considerable discussion 
in the gemara as to the exact nature of the heresy. Two fifth generation 
Palestinian amoraim, R. Yosi b. Zebida and R. Yosi b. Abin (350-375 
C.E.) argue over the nature of the heretical views: The first says that 
such a phrase creates jealously among the various works of God’s 
creation—presumably meaning that man and beasts would be jealous 
of the mercy shown to birds. The second says that such a doctrine 
makes the commands of the Lord into acts of grace when they are 
His decrees, to be obeyed whether they are merciful or not. ] 2 

A further tradition from Babylonia includes Rabba and Abaye (320- 
350 C.E.) in a discussion of the same text. A man uses the following 
benediction in front of Rabba: “Thou hast shown pity on the bird 

10 Hippoiytus, Ref. V 26, 1-27, 5. This may be related to Jesus’ statement in 
Mk. 10:18. 

11 See p. 2d8 for a discussion of the Gnostic Book of Baruch. 

Herford, p. 202 sees a protestation against the Pauline antithesis of law and 
grace in this doctrine. There is no evidence to support it. 
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and his nest, do Thou have pity and mercy on us!” Abaye points out 
correctly that the benediction, as admirable as it may seem, is none¬ 
theless to be forbidden because of the tannaitic precedent. This points 
out that the ruling against this benediction was enforced even when 
the amoraim were hard pressed to discover the justification. 

We thus have no real evidence from the explanations of the amoraim 
that they knew the actual historical situation of the tannaitic decree. 
It seems likely that the original argument was over some aspect of the 
doctrine of God’s mercy and may even, as R. Yosi b. Zebida states, 
have to do with the emphasis of God’s aspect of mercy when He must 
be understood as master of both justice and mercy. The amoraim’s 
perplexity about the severity of the ruling ought to alert us to the deep 
tannaitic concern to attribute both justice and mercy to the one God. 

(B) “May Your name be remembered for the good.” 

Good and evil is the obvious subject of this heretical benediction. 
The amoraic commentary unanimously points out that such a benediction 
is illegal because it conflicts with the mishnaic ruling in Ber. 9:5 
that man is to praise God both for evil and for good. On this basis, 
many scholars have seen this statement as a safe-guard against a strict 
dualism. It implies an opposition which attributed only good to God 
while evil was attributed to other agencies. Depending on the hypo¬ 
thetical identification of the other power, scholars have seen a variety 
of different groups as the target for this charge. Maurice Simon 13 
feels that the evil force should be Ahriman, hence Zoroastrians, are 
involved. Most scholars feel that some variety of gnosticism is involved. 

This brings to mind the related phenomena of Qumran, the Thera- 
peutae and the Essenes as well. Philo describes the Essenes as believing 
that God is the source of good alone and not evil. 14 Neither did the 
Qumran sectarians always seem to ascribe evil to God. 43 Similar 
views are ascribed to various Jewish heresies by treatises found at 
Nag Hammadi. 16 Here then is ample evidence that problems of good 


13 Soncino Meg. p. 149. 

14 Quod Omn. Prob. 84. Moore, Judaism , I, 364, n. 3. Lehmann (REJ, 30 (1895), 
180 f.) suggested that our mishnaic tractate was meant to counter Essene, (H$WNYH) 
beliefs. Since then more of the Essene type of dualism has become known from the 
Qumran texts. Furthermore, the identification of Essenes with HSWNYM is un¬ 
founded. 

15 E.fi., I QS 2. 

10 Quispel, “Christliche Gnosis und jiidische Heterodoxie," ET (1954); “Der 
gnostische Anthropos und die jiidische Tradition," Eranos y 22 (1954), p. 201. 
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and evil, justice and mercy were being discussed constantly in the 
environment around the tannaitic Jewish community, as we discovered 
even in the first passage about “two powers.” 

The heretical doctrines have some congruence with the heresies 
described together with “two powers in heaven” in the midrash. For 
instance, there may be some relationship between (B), (D) and the 
heretics of the midrash who deny that God has the power to do either 
good or evil. 

The relationship to the question of God’s attributes of mercy and 
justice is even more interesting. In the four heretical benedictions 
brought together in this place, problems of dualism, good and evil, 
justice and mercy are all combined. (B) and (D) are definitely involved 
with some heretical understanding of God as the source of good and 
evil. Some heretical understanding of justice and mercy is definitely 
involved in (A). (C) seems to be related to ditheism, but not neces¬ 
sarily to opposing dualism. Rather it seems to imply a complementary 
ditheism where both deities could be expected to listen to psalms of 
praise. One way to explain the assembling of various disparate texts of 
this sort and understanding them together is to assume that, whatever 
their separate origins, they were all viewed together by the rabbinic 
community at the end of the second century. 

It is certainly true that concepts of God’s justice and mercy were 
discussed in Judaism by Philo and even earlier. But the rabbinic evidence 
allows us only to date reports to the late second century when Mar- 
cionism, gnosticism, apocalypticism, and Christianity could all be seen 
together. This would correspond to the phase of traditioning in passage 
1 and 2 (MRI, MRSbY, PR) when the doctrine of God’s justice and 
mercy became tied into an independent exegetical argument against two 
heavenly figures. 

One further relationship between the development of liturgy and 
the charge of dualism may be found in a later gemara: 

What benedictions does one say [in the morning] ? R. Jacob said in 
the name of R. Oshaya: "[Blessed art Thou] who formest light 
and createst darkness.” Let him say rather: “Who formest light and 
createst brightness”?—We keep the language of the Scripture. If that 
is so, [what of the next words in the text]. Who makest peace and 
createst evil-, do we repeat them as they are written? It is written “evil" 
and we say “all things” as a euphemism. Then here too let us say 
‘brightness’ as a euphemism!—In fact, replied Raba, it is in order to 
mention the distinctive feature of the day in the night-time and the 
distinctive feature of the night in the day-time. It is correct that we 
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mention the distinctive feature of the night in the day-time, as we say, 
"Who formest light and createst darkness.’’ 1 7 

The question is over the wording of a prayer which is taken from 
scripture. R. Oshaya has asked whether one should not say, as a kind 
of euphemism, “who forms light and creates brightness,” instead of the 
scriptural "darkness.” The questioner is told that Is. 45:7 is the basis 
for the phrase in the liturgy and it must remain as is. The questioner 
then asks, "Why do we not follow Isaiah in another case?” He compares 
that part of the verse with the second part of the blessing-formula: 
“Who makes peace and creates all things.” He claims rightly that, 
if Isaiah’s wording is decisive, we should follow it all the way and not 
now replace “evil” by “all things.” The answer is that “all things” 
is an effective euphemism for evil. However, if that is so, why then 
should "brightness” not be a euphemism for darkness? 18 The gemara 
seems to be prepared in principle to accept the argument but, in 
practice, states that darkness should be retained in the blessing so as to 
mention the qualities of both day and night. 10 

It is interesting to note that the first substitution of language was 
not an issue to R. Oshaya. He accepted it as a principle and wanted 
to apply it further. If this is R. Oshaya the Great, the first generation 
amora, rather than the later amora of the same name, it would imply 
that such a substitution was in effect by the end of the tannaitic period. 
In any event, his suggestion that “brightness” also be accepted as a 
euphemism for darkness is rejected. This suggests that the previous 
substitution was accepted as antique and could not safely be contravened. 
On the other hand, the later rabbis were not going to let scripture 
be changed again in liturgy, even when it was convenient for their 
perspective. The net effect of such considerations is to conclude that the 
change of Is. 45:7 must have dated considerably before R. Oshaya’s 
time. 

Something more is at stake than the type of euphemism acceptable 
for prayers in synagogue. Here we have evidence that the verses in 
Isaiah were seen as dangerous enough to be slightly altered in liturgy. 


17 Ber. 1 l a-b. 

18 In suggesting this substitution the questioner has relied on the use of an antonym 
by way of completing the euphemism. This common practice, as e.g., calling a blind 
man SGY 7 NHWR, appears to us to be an oxymoron but in its context was apparently 
a perfectly acceptable euphemism. 

18 See, e.g., Finkelstein, “La kedouscha et les benedictions du schema,” REJ , 93 
( 1932 ), 21 . 
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The change was carried out to emphasize that one God created all things, 
both day and night, both light and darkness, both good and evil. This 
softens the theological problem raised by calling God the creator 
of evil and may indicate opponents who charged that YHWH was 
solely a good or an evil god. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 


“MANY POWERS IN HEAVEN” 

AND MISCELLANEOUS REPORTS 

Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5 

Therefore but a single man was created in the world, to teach that if any 
man has caused a single soul to perish from Israel [some texts omit “from 
Israel”], Scripture imputes it to him as though he had caused a whole world 
to perish; and if any man saves alive a single soul from Israel [some texts 
omit “from Israel”], Scripture imputes it to him as though he had saved 
alive a whole world. Again [but a single man was created] for the sake of 
peace among mankind, that none should say to his fellow, “My father 
was greater than your father;” also that the heretics should not say, “There 
are many ruling powers in heaven.” ... i 

Mishnah Sanhedrin includes this very interesting report of a doctrine 
of “many powers in heaven” during the tannaitic period. Though it is 
called heresy, and it becomes an even greater problem for Judaism 
in the amoraic period, the manifold references to Adam speculation 
in the gemarah to this passage show as that a good deal of latitude was 
allowed by the rabbis. 

The Mishnah includes the tradition in the middle of a discussion 
of the differences between witnesses in capital and non-capital cases. 
Witnesses are to be apprised of the fact that any mistake or perjury 
in testimony in capital cases is much more serious than in non-capital 
cases. If a man is killed unjustly, the witnesses are liable eternally, 
just as Cain was eternally liable for the crime he committed in murder¬ 
ing his brother. He who takes a life has acted as if to destroy the entire 
world, while he who preserves a life has preserved the entire world. 

The last puzzling statement is explained by comparing each man 
with the first man. If Adam had been killed, all his potential progeny 
—that is, all mankind—would have died with him. Therefore, Adam 
was created singly in order to show that the life of each man is equal 
to the whole world. As was the case with Adam, so is the case with 
every man alive, according to the Mishnah. Each life is as important 
as Adam’s. But, since the theme of the first man has been broached, 


1 Tr. Danby, p. 388, with modifications. See also fix. R. 29:2 and Dt. R. 2:13 also 
p. 121 f., 137 f. 
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the Mishnah includes several other traditions on the subject. All men 
are said to have one father to keep anyone from saying that he comes 
from better stock. 2 3 Also, men have one father, so that the heretics 
cannot say that there are “many powers in heaven.” From these two 
brief statements, it is impossible either to tell the identity of those 
heretics who expressed such a doctrine or to define their relationship 
to the “two powers” heresy. It is impossible even to define their 
relationship to Adam speculation. 

The brief comments in the Mishnah are discussed at length in the 
gemara both on the subject of Adam and on the issue of heresy. Nor 
are the two themes completely separate subjects, for we know from 
external sources that Adam speculation was a great part of heretical 
beliefs. Many of the legends reproduced in this place are interesting 
but not immediately relevant. We shall have to come back to them 
later. First, we must investigate legends which specifically clarify the 
refractory text of the Mishnah. 

How does one progress from the idea that more than one man was 
created to the idea that there are many powers in heaven? One answer 
would be as follows: The Mishnah suggests that if the world’s peoples 
were descended from different ancestors, there would be constant dis¬ 
cord in the world. One could extrapolate from that statement to the 
idea that many different first men would imply that many different 
gods made them. This is the route taken by some rabbinic commen¬ 
tators to explain the connection. 3 It is easy to see how traditional 
commentaries come to this conclusion by combining the two traditions 
of the gemara, but the gemara itself lists them separately. 

The gemara develops the idea of the Mishnah in quite a different 
way, while adding some new material in order to make a short anthology 
of beliefs about Adam. It says: 

Another answer is: for the sake of the righteous and the wicked that 
the righteous might not say: Ours is a righteous heredity and that the 
wicked might not say: Ours is a wicked heredity. 


2 Philo seems to argue that there were two Adams (Leg. All. 1:31, 53, 55), one 
heavenly and one earthly. Elsewhere he says that the good have Seth for a father, 
while the evil are the progeny of Cain. (Post. 35, 38, 42, 43, 45; Det. 32, 68, 78, 103; 
Fug. 64.) But there is considerably more Adam speculation in heretical and gnostic 
literature. See Urbach, Sages , p. 180 f. and especially Hans-Martin Schenke, Der Gott 
“Mensch" in der Gnosis: Ein religionsgeschichtlichen Beitrag zur Diskussion uber 
die paulinische Anschauung von der Kirche als Leib Christi (Gottingen: 1962). See 
also J. Fossum, dissertation, Utrecht. 

3 See Bertinoro, ad loc , for instance. 
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This explanation rejects radical dualism and safeguards the rabbinic 
notion of man’s free will to choose good or evil. Neither righteousness 
nor wickedness are hereditary attributes. People become righteous or 
wicked only by their actions. Again, arguments about the nature of 
providence intrude into heretical matters. Previously, heretical disbelief 
in providence has been mentioned by the rabbis. It is possible, though 
far from necessary, that the amoraim are right, and that heretical beliefs 
in complete determinism were present in some heretical groups who 
believed in “two powers” as well. They had been present in Qumran 
in the first century. During this time (at the beginning of the amoraic 
period at the earliest), the rabbis might have had the gnostic heresy 
in mind. Gnostics believed themselves to be the only redeemed in an 
alien and sinful world. But a “pariah mentality” in less extreme form 
has been characteristic of most apocalyptic groups from Daniel on. 

The best conclusion from this evidence is that later rabbinic traditions 
either no longer recalled any historic relationship between Adam spe¬ 
culation and “many powers in heaven” or were not interested in the 
question and therefore used the opportunity to emphasize themes which 
they felt would be instructive to their students. 

Some of the material collected in the anthology of Adam traditions 
is closely related to the problem of “two powers.” One relevant tradition 
in this amoraic anthology of Adam legends is a defense against the 
idea that Adam is God’s partner in creation, an idea with the rabbis 
encountered quite early because it is also recorded in tannaitic material. 4 

Our rabbis taught: Adam was created on the eve of the Sabbath 
[i.e., at the last moment on the sixth day]. And why? so that the 
Sadducees (alt: minim, sectarians) could not say: The Holy One, Blessed 
be He, had a partner in his work of creation. 

The tradition explains that Adam was created on the sixth day in order 
to serve as a defense against the heretical idea that Adam was one of 
the creators. Of course, Adam participated in creation by naming the 
animals, but the rabbis want to make absolutely clear that Adam could 
not create by fiat-, in no sense was he to be considered an independent 
power or demiurge. This argument must have been aimed at a doctrine 
which gave divine status to Adam. In that case, the heresy should pro¬ 
perly be considered “two powers” rather than “many powers.” Since 
the description appears in the Tosefta, it also must be older than the 
other “many powers” discussions among the rabbis. 


I Tosefta San. 8:7. 
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Several different themes have been brought together in the amoraic 
discussion of “many powers in heaven.” One should note that the 
heretical doctrine of “many powers in heaven” is linked to the biblical 
description of creation. Furthermore, believing that God had a partner 
(5WTP) in creation is identical to considering that he had assistance 
from a second God or principal angelic figure. 5-T-P is even used 
technically to describe the sharing of divine honors with an object or 
person by means of the name of God. Thus the Lord combined His 
great name with Israel. 5 But he who combines the name of God 
with a material object will be uprooted. 6 The rabbis vociferously oppose 
the idea that Adam functioned as such an assistant to God in creation. 
Where “many powers in heaven” is discussed, “two powers in heaven” 
seems to be involved as well. 

Genesis Rabba contains one more defense against the contention that 
Adam is a divine creature. In this case the angels wrongly assume 
that Adam is a divine creature, because of his likeness to God. Just 
as Metatron needed correction for the false impression he gave Aher, 
so Adam needs correction for the false impression given the angels. 7 

R. Hoshaya said: When the Holy One, blessed be He, created Adam, 
the ministering angels mistook him [for a divine being] and wished 
to exclaim “holy” before him. What does this resemble? A king and a 
governor who sat in a chariot and his subjects wished to say to the 
king, “Dominel (Sovereign)!,” but they did not know which it was. 
What did the king do? He pushed the governor out of the chariot and 
so they knew who was the king. Similarly, when the Lord created 
Adam, the angels mistook him [for a divine being]. What did the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, do? He caused a sleep to fall upon him, 
and so all knew that he was [but mortal] man; thus it is written 
“Cease ye from man, in whose nostrils is a breath, for how little is he 
to be accounted .” (Isa 2:22). 8 

The text itself is probably late, for we have no evidence to connect 
it with the famous R. Hoshaya (PA 1) and must be content to attribute 
it to R. Hoshaya b. Shamai (PA 5). On the other hand, it is clear 
that the meaning of Gen. 1:26, where God commands the making 

5 j. Taan. 2 (65d). 

0 b. Succ. 45b. See also Ber. 63a; and Ex. R. 42 (to Ex. 32:4). They did not say 
“the calf is God” but, "these are thy Gods” (They combined Him and it!). See also 
Ex. R. 29:2 Dt. R. 2:13 and p. 121 f., 137 f. 

7 See Ginzberg, Legends, V, 86. 

8 Gen. R. 8:10; tr. Freedman. Compare also with the Zohar I 38a and the Alphabet 
of R. Akiba 59. Yalkut 1:20 to Gen. 2:9 says that the angels noticing Adam's 
resemblance to God, said "Are there two powers in this world?” Whereupon God 
reduced Adam's size, which had formerly filled the entire universe. 
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of man in His image (and uses a plural form), was an issue as early 
as Philo. 9 Plainly at issue is a “two powers” heresy in which Adam 
is viewed as a second creator. 

No more stories here describe Adam as explicitly divine. 10 But 
many other stories attribute superhuman characteristics to Adam. Such 
tales are gathered in Sanhedrin 38 f., the amoraic discussion of San¬ 
hedrin 4:5, after the traditions we have just discussed. No doubt, they 
were all gathered in that place by the amoraim because of the subject 
of Adam speculation. Immediately thereafter, the rabbis feel free to 
indulge in speculation, as long as they avoid suggesting that Adam 
is an independent divinity. R. Meir implies that Adam represents all 
creation by saying that the dust to make him was taken from every 
place on earth. R. Yohanan gives a time-table for the various stages 
of the process of creating him on the sixth day. R. Judah quotes Rab’s 
story that God consumed various companies of angels because they 
questioned the importance of creating man, knowing his proclivity to 
sin. ] 1 When the men of the flood began to sin, the angels again asked 
why God bothered with man. His response this time was to quote a 
verse about His immutability from a passage already familiar in com¬ 
batting heresy: “Even to old age, I am the same, and even to hoary head 
will I tarry” (Is. 46:4). This time, one assumes that the verse is 


n See J. Jervell, Imago Dei (Gottingen: i960); Kleinknecht, “ Eikou ” in TDNT\ 
F. W. Eltester, Eikon im Neuen Testament , 1958. Also Urbach, Sages , p. 180 f.; M. 
Smith, “On the Shape of God and the Humanity of the Gentiles,” in Religions in 
Antiquity , pp. 315-326; R. McL. Wilson, “The Early History of the Exegesis of Gen. 
1:26,” Studia Patristica , 1:1 (1957), 420-437. 

10 In one of the versions of R. Simlai’s discussions with heretics who ask him 
whether more than one power created the world, he tells them to ask the first man, 
who will testify that God has done it (See p. 126 f.). A possible implication from this 
tradition is that the creation story, when read correctly, will counter the arguments of 
heretics who derive either two gods or two creators from it. Jarl Fossum has also 
suggested the relevance of Gen. R. 21:5 where Adam's coming to knowledge is 
described as becoming like the angels (Gen. 1:22). See Theodor-Albeck, I, p. 200, 
n. 6,7. Of course, in these traditions it is Adam after the Fall who is described as 
divine (as Gen. 2:22 allows). These traditions clearly illustrate the rabbinic inter¬ 
pretation of the plurals of majesty as God speaking to His heavenly court. See p. 143, 
the previous notes and the dissertation of Jarl Fossum (Utrecht: 1978) for further 
details on Adam speculation. Especially interesting in this regard is Philo, The Life 
of Adam and Eve, The Cave of Treasure 2:12-3:2 and the Testament of Abraham. 

11 Interestingly enough, the angels share in the creation of man in this story, 
explaining the plural “Let us make man” etc. (Gen. 1:26) as due to God’s conver¬ 
sation with angels. This tradition is, hence, properly dated together with the amoraic 
tradition which resemble it. See p. 143 f. 
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brought in to prove that God always keeps his original intention to 
create and preserve man. 

R. Judah also reports in the name of Rab that Adam had cosmic 
dimensions at first. He proves this by relying on Dt. 4:32: “Since the 
day God created man upon the earth, even from one end of heaven 
unto the other.” Further, this rabbi believes that Adam spoke Aramaic, 
making Aramaic the first language of man. Lastly, Rav believed that 
Adam was a min or heretic. 12 Yet even here there is a difference of 
opinion about the nature of Adam’s heresy. Rav suggests that Adam’s 
heresy rested in the fact that God had to ask him where he was, which 
meant that his heart had turned. (It could not mean that God did 
not know Adam’s location!) 13 R. Isaac felt that Adam had concealed 
the mark of circumcision with which he was born, taking Hos. 6:7: 
“Like Adam they have transgressed the covenant” as his proof. In this 
case, R. Isaac understood “transgressed the covenant” as the covenant 
of circumcision. 

Certainly by the end of the tannaitic period, the rabbis felt that 
some Adam speculation was dangerous. The passages imply that the 
danger involved thinking that Adam was a divinity who helped make 
the world, which would be a form of “two powers” heresy. But the 
fact that it is called “many powers in heaven” implies Adam was not 
the only divine rival to God in the heresy. 

The basic heresy was that God had help in creation. In this case, 
the helper is called Adam, but the concept of a divine helper is not 
unlike the idea that Wisdom or the logos was God’s agent in creation. 
In fact, Philo sometimes claims that the logos is identical to the primal 
man, on the basis of Gen. 1:26. 14 At any rate, these reports seem to 
reflect the actual beliefs of various Jewish groups, which are evidenced 
in extra-rabbinic reports long before we can ascertain their presence 
from rabbinic literature. 15 For those reasons, it is safe to assume that 


12 This is another ease of the rabbis using a figure important to some heretics 
to show up the error of the heresy. In this sense it resembles the Aher-Metatron 
traditions. See p. 60 f. and p. 112. 

1:1 See p. 238 for Marcion's interpretation. Also p. 253 f. 

44 See Conf. 146 and Leg. All. i 43, where logos and wisdom are equated. See 
also Wisdom of Solomon 7:25 f. which may be an example of some traditional Jewish 
ideas Philo was using. Already in the Greek translation of Gen. 1:26, “the image” 
may be understood as an entity all its own. Adam and the logos are identical because 
they are both the image of God. See p. 173 f., 184 f. 

15 Note that any correlation between the primal man and a savior seems first 
attested in Paul who sees the Christ as remedy to Adam’s sin. Robin Scroggs, The 
Last Adam: A Study in Pauline Anthropology (Philadelphia: 1966). 
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the rabbis pronounced the biblical Adam a heretic because they wanted 
to call heretical anyone who harbored exalted beliefs about him. 

None of the traditional commentaries have offered a credible deri¬ 
vation of the term “many powers in heaven” as applied to these “two 
powers” creation traditions. However, based on the evidence it is 
possible to offer a hypothesis. It seems plausible that the rabbis called 
the heresy “many powers” rather than “two powers” when the context 
involved the creation story and when more than God and his primary 
agent populated the heretical cosmology. This suggests that the creation 
legends nurtured by the “many powers” heretics were the elaborate 
angelologies and systems of archontic rulers characteristic of many 
gnostic and Jewish-Christian sects. This hypothesis would certainly 
be an appropriate understanding of the heresy during the late tannaitic 
period, a time when the church fathers tell us that such schemes were 
common. But that would logically suggest that “two powers” heretics 
were the ideological predecessors of the “many powers” sects. Since that 
heresy seems related to similar texts and seems later than the earliest 
traditions about “two powers,” the basic heresy would appear to involve 
thinking that God needs help to carry out His commands in the world. 
The earliest level of the tradition would testify not to a gnostic or 
a Jewish-Christian configuration only but to two corresponding figures. 
Only at the end of the tannaitic period, here and in the story attributed 
to R. Nathan (passage 2), do we have even a hint of evidence for 
the gnostic configuration. Even in the case of “many powers” specula¬ 
tion we cannot be sure that extreme gnostics were the only heretical 
groups involved. Jewish-Christians without gnostic pretensions also 
adopted such complex cosmologies. The earliest sure tannaitic title for 
the heresy appears to be “many powers” but the development of the 
heretical tradition is similar to the “two powers” traditions, where there 
is good reason to claim greater antiquity, and where we have seen 
that the original layer of heresy involved two corresponding divine 
manifestations. The later tannaim apparently expanded the argument 
so that the heresy could also be called “two powers in heaven” when 
the deities were opposing, or “many powers in heaven” when the divine 
economy contained many characters. 

Another relevant controversy over monotheism appears in a tannaitic 
context and seems at first to be stimulated by the comment of a pagan 
emperor. Upon careful consideration, it becomes clear that the opponent 
is neither pagan nor an emperor, that the heresy is “two powers” and 
that the tradition is only dubiously tannaitic. Furthermore, it presents us 
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with further evidence that traditions about the creation of man can be 
associated with “two powers” as well as with “many powers” spe¬ 
culation : 

Again the Emperor said to Rabban Gamaliel, “He who created the 
mountains did not create the wind, for it is written, For lo, there is a 
former of mountains and a creator of wind.” (Amos 4:13). According 
to this reasoning, when we find it written of Adam, And He created... 
Gen. 1:27) and He formed... (Gen. 2:7) would you also say that He 
who created this did not create that? Further, there is a part of the 
human body just a handbreath which contains two holes, and because 
it is written “He that plants the ear, shall He not hear? He that forms 
the eye, shall He not see?" (Ps. 94:9). Would you maintain there too 
that He who created the one did not create the other?” Even so he 
answered. Yet he (R. Gamaliel) rejoined “At death, both are brought 
to agree.” ig 

Some versions of this text list KWPR (denier) instead of K 3 YSR 
(emperor) as Gamaliel’s opponent in this controversy. Rabbinowitz 17 
lists K 3 YSR as the most likely original reading. Furthermore, it is 
one of a number of discussions between Gamaliel and the emperor. 
However, when we turn our attention to the actual tradition rather 
than the text, we shall see that the original participants in the dialogue 
were not likely to have been either R. Gamaliel or a Roman emperor. 
Apparently, the various stories ascribed to R. Gamaliel constitute a 
small folk-romance of dubious historicity. 

The issue in this controversy seems to be the existence of many 
creators or gods, which would imply pagan polytheism. However, 
when one looks at the scripture involved, one sees that there are actually 
only two gods at issue both in Amos 4:13 and Genesis 1:27 vs. 2:7. 
Ps. 94:9 allows only two gods but a later editor infers “many creators” 
based on the number of human limbs. That editorial statement, together 
with the textual ascription to the emperor, makes it seem as if poly¬ 
theism is the problem. Actually the issue is whether two creators can 
be inferred from the different verbs used of God by scripture. 

This argument becomes clear when we look at another version of 
the same story: 

A certain min once said to Rabbi, He who formed the mountains did 
not create the wind, and he who created the wind did not form the 
mountains, for it is written, For lo, He that formeth the mountains and 


10 Sanh. 39a; tr. Epstein. 
1 7 D.S. ad loc. 
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createth the wind. (Amos 4:13). He replied, “You fool, turn to the 
end of the verse, 'The Lord \The God] of Hosts is His name! ” Said 
the other, “give me three days time and I will bring back an answer 
to you.” Rabbi spent those three days in fasting; thereafter, as he was 
about to partake of food he was told. “There was a min waiting at the 
door. Rabbi exclaimed, Yea, they put poison in my food.” (Ps. 69:22). 
Said [the min'] “My master, I bring you good tidings; your opponent 
could find no answer and so threw himself down from the roof and 
died.” He said, “Would you dine with me?” He replied “Yes.” After 
they had eaten and drunk he [Rabbi] said to him, “Will you drink the 
cup of wine over which the benedictions of the Grace [after meals] 
have been said, or would you rather have forty gold coins?” He replied, 
“I would rather drink the cup of wine.” Thereupon there came forth 
a Heavenly Voice and said, “The cup of wine over [which] the Bene¬ 
dictions [of Grace have been said] is worth forty gold coins.” R. Isaac 
said, “The family [of that min] is still to be found amongst the notables 
of Rome and is named the Family of Bar Luianus.” *8 

In this version it is a min (and some texts have Sadducee) who uses 
the argument. It is Rabbi (i.e., Judah the Prince, ca. 200 C.E.) who 
counters the arguments by saying that the continuation of the pericope 
in Amos clearly implies only one God. By the time of R. Judah the 
Prince no Sadducee could have participated in the argument. Rather, 
the opponent was a member of a sect which also contained the son 
of an acculturated family in Rome known to the narrator. Since the 
method of argument is characteristic of third century rabbis and later, 
it is likely that even the ascription to Judah the Prince should be 
distrusted. 19 But it is clear that the issue is “two powers.” However, the 
defense against the heresy based on Amos 4:13 involves stressing 
the name of God, showing that the issue may be related to the earliest 
varieties of the heresy. 

This suggests that the original setting for the tradition was possibly 
the second century, but probably the third century in Galilee, where 
a heretic and an unknown rabbi (probably not Judah the Prince, 
certainly not Gamaliel and Caesar) debated the question. The incident 
may never have happened at all but, if not, the creator’s imagination 
was fired by a real issue in the third century community. The tradition 
was eventually ascribed both to R. Judah and to R. Gamaliel, since 
it seemed like an argument of sufficient ingenuity for these great 
teachers. 


19 Hullin 87a; tr. Epstein. 
10 See p. 26 f„ p. 121 f. 
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One possible clue to understanding heretical explanations of this 
scriptural passage is to realize that there is a well-attested and early 
tradition that Amos 4:13 is messianic in character. For instance, the 
LXX translates as "announcing to men his messiah ( Christos ).” 
Obviously the LXX has taken MH SYHW (his thought) as MSYHW 
(his messiah). 

The heretic may also have combined the messianic interpretation 
of this verse with the argument about the number of deities. This 
constellation of issues would be fully appropriate to the “two powers” 
controversy. But if the story originated in the context of "two powers” 
controversy, the original connections must have been obscured in trans¬ 
mission. After all, it was the moral of the story, not the description 
of the heresy, which interested later exegetes. If a connection between 
the messiah and the "second power” can be maintained, the most likely 
candidate for this heresy is orthodox Christianity or Christian gnosticism. 

One last passage must be considered under the rubric of tannaitic 
evidence because it appears in a baraita. The entire passage in which it 
appears is relevant but will be considered in more detail in the amoraic 
section of this work. The passage itself does not mention “two 
powers.” The context, however, assumes it. 

A min once said to R. Ishmael b. Yosi (170-200 C.E.): It is written: 
Then the Lord caused to rain upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone 
and fire from the Lord. But “from Him” should have been written. 
A certain fuller said: “Leave him to me, I will answer him.” He then 
preceded: “It is written. And Lamech said to his wives, Ada and Zillah, 
‘Hear my voice, ye wives of Lamech .’ But he should have said my 
wives. Such is the scriptural idiom.—So here too, it is the scriptural 
idiom.” 20 

In its present context the passage is one of a number of examples 
supposedly illustrating R. Simlai’s contention that the scriptural refu¬ 
tation of heretics can always be found close by the place in scripture 
from which their heresy is drawn. 21 The passage attributes this 
particular argument to a tanna of the second century and his contem¬ 
poraries, even though R. Simlai’s principle would have to come from 
the third century. When one looks carefully, however, one sees that 


20 San. 38b, tr. Epstein. 

2L R. Simlai’s or R. Yohanan’s principle was outlined on p. 27 and will be dealt 
with at length on p. 122 f. It is awkward to discuss R. Ishmael’s contribution before 
the context into which it has been inserted. But the insertion is tannaitic and ostensibly 
earlier in time than its amoraic context. 
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although the purpose is similar—to defend against dangerous inter¬ 
pretation of scripture—the method is quite different. The fuller in 
the company of the tanna wants to defeat an argument which suggests 
that two gods could be derived from this verse because of the repetitious 
style. He shows that the passage cannot bear a “two powers” inter¬ 
pretation merely on the basis of language, because biblical style is 
normally repetitious. It would be absurd to think that there are two 
Lamechs when Lamech addresses his wives as “wives of Lamech” 
instead of “my wives.” So too, it is ridiculous to think that there are 
two different Gods because the tetragrammaton appears twice in the 
sentence instead of once with a subsequent pronoun. This would be 
quite an unusual argument for the rabbis, who based on R. Akiba’s 
principles, were ordinarily quick to point out the intricacies of style 
in order to support their points. The fuller is allowed a more naive 
argument. 

Normally, early datings of talmudic evidence are suspicious because 
traditions tend to be attributed to earlier rabbis though they do not 
actually come from that period. Here, however, there is less reason to 
remain suspicious. The naive defense is slightly embarassing. The form 
of the story separates it from the context, abruptly interrupting the 
examples brought in the name of R. Simlai. In fact, the example 
contradicts his principle in some respects because the proof-text against 
the error is fifteen chapters away from the dangerous passage. The 
tradition must already have assumed its final form before it was inserted 
into the amoraic evidence. It may be an authentic discussion in the 
presence of R. Ishmael b. Yosi, inserted into R. Simlai’s sermon. 

This passage is a very important piece of evidence because we have 
external evidence to show that Gen. 19:24, was used by a contemporary 
of R. Ishmael b. Yosi to show that two divine figures rule the universe. 
Justin Martyr 22 used Gen. 19:24 to prove that Christ (taking YHWH 
as Kyrios ) operates as the agent of punishment against Sodom because 
he is God’s messenger in the world of men. This is remarkably firm 
proof that even orthodox Christians were seen as “two powers” heretics. 

We have discovered that many “two powers” traditions ostensibly 
from tannaim are actually amoraic in their present form. The problem 
has been to discover if any aspect of the tradition could have existed 
during the tannaitic period. Because of that, much of the ostensibly 
tannaitic evidence has turned out to be datable only to amoraim and has 


22 Dial. 56. See p. 221 f. 


9 
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necessarily already been surveyed. Now we can turn to the remaining 
amoraic evidence. Of course, any heretical argument first attested by 
the rabbis during the amoraic period may yet have existed earlier. The 
report may signify that the rabbis only commented on it in a later 
period or that the other comments by rabbis have been lost. However, 
without some outside verification of an earlier date (as will be dis¬ 
cussed in more detail in the last section) it is wise to assume that the 
rabbinic defense against heretical arguments should be best dated by its 
earliest report in rabbinic literature. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 


HOW MANY POWERS CREATED THE WORLD? 

The major arguments against "two powers” heresies were laid down 
during the tannaitic period. The amoraim accepted these categories, 
expanded them greatly, and added new arguments. The increasing 
number of biblical passages regarded as dangerous testifies to the 
expansion rather than diminution of the heretical challenge. At the 
same time, as was clear already at the end of the tannaitic period, the 
term, “two powers” had come to signify a variety of apocalyptic, 
Christian and gnostic heresies. In the amoraic period the gnostic and 
Christian opponents dominated the Palestinian scene. 1 2 But all the 
rabbinic evidence should be considered before trying to discover the 
identities of the various kinds of sectarians who were discussed together 
under this category by the rabbis. 

PASSAGE 8 

Tanhuma Kadoshim 4 (Buber, 37a) 2 

Another interpretation: Say to the whole congregation of the Children 
of Israel “You shall be holy for 1 am Holy. (Lev. 19:2). The Holy One 
Blessed Be He told them “Be holy for I am Holy in every matter. Look at 
what is written: ‘For God is Holy (pi.)’ ” (Josh. 24:19). What is the 
meaning of “For God is Holy?” This verse gave an opportunity to the 
heretics for it appeared like two powers. The heretics asked R. Simlai about 
“For the Lord is Holy (pi.)”—You yourselves don’t say that He is one 
power, rather there are two powers’’ He said to them “What fools the world 
contains! Look at what is written: 'For He is a Holy God.’ If it had said 
‘They are Holy Gods,’ you might have thought there were two powers.” 

This passage is recorded in Tanhuma, a later document which is 
sometimes believed to contain ancient traditions. 3 However, the version 


1 Biichler, Marmorstein, Lauterbach and Herford discuss all these amoraic traditions 
though not with equal skill. In general, it will be difficult to distinguish heretical 
from orthodox Christianity except in those cases where a definite, opposing gnostic 
system can be postulated. 

2 Versions of this text occur: Ber. 9:1; j. Ber. 12b; San. 38b; Gen. R. 1:13 ms. 8; 
Gen. R. 8:9; Ex. R. 29:1; Dt. R. 2:13; M. Ps. 50:1; Tanhuma Bereishit 7; Tanhuma 
Kadoshin 4. For Yalkut, Pugia Fidei, and other later midrash see notes to Gen. R. 8:9 
in Theodor-Albeck edition (I, p. 63). 

2 S. Buber, Midrash Tanchumcr. Ein Agadischer Commentar zum Pentateuch von 
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which names the heresy as "two powers’’ is not even the earliest version 
of this particular tradition. In fact, although the tradition occurs in many 
places in reference to many different biblical passages, this is the only 
version which names the heretical doctrine as "two powers.” It is 
obvious that the term "two powers” was not central to the tradition 
at its inception and was perhaps added during one redaction of the 
Tanhuma mid rash, not earlier than the fourth century. 

Furthermore, the language of the passage does not identify the 
heresy as “two powers” in a straight-forward way. Rather, it says only 
that the arguments are “similar to the heresy of two powers.” (K5TY 
R5WYWT). Apparently the designation “two powers” was already 
well known to the amoraim. These heretical arguments were seen to 
be of the same type by the rabbis, confirming what we already know 
—that “two powers” had become a conventional term for a variety of 
heresies whenever scripture could be interpreted to imply plural forms 
for divinity. Here the argument seems confined to grammatical plurals. 

However, there is nothing in the traditions to indicate that the 
heretics themselves would have argued solely from plural grammar. 
Wherever we know that a scriptural passage was used by heretics, the 
arguments of the heretics were much more complicated. 

The most complete version of this particular tradition is found in 
b. Sanhedrin 38b where almost all of this type of dangerous scriptural 
passages were brought together. 

R. Yohanan said: in all the passages which the minim have taken 
(as grounds) for their heresy, their refutation is found near at hand. 
Thus: let us make man in our image (Gen. 1:26)—and God created 
(sing) man in His own image ( ibid ., 27); Come, let us go down and 
there confound their language (Gen. 11:7)—and the Lord came down 
(sing) to see the city and the tower ( ibid ., 5). Because there were 
revealed (Gen. 35:7) to him, God. Unto God who answers me in the 
day of my distress (ibid,., 3); For what great nation is there that has 
God so nigh (pi.) unto it, as the Lord our God is (unto us) whenever 
we call upon Him (Dt. 4:7). And what one nation in the earth is 
like Thy people, like Israel whom God went (pi.) to redeem for a 
people unto Himself (sing.) (2 Sam. 7:23). 'Til thrones were placed 
and [one that was] the ancient of days did sit (Dan. 7:9). 4 

Here the passage was attributed to R. Yohanan (250-90 C.E.). In 
most other versions, the teaching was attributed to R. Simlai, his 

Rabbi Tanchuma ben Rabbi Abba (Jerusalem, 1963/64 from Vilna: 1885), p. 3- 
Most scholars date it considerably later. 
v Tr. lipstein. 
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student. Possibly the name of R. Yohanan, the more famous rabbi, 
found its way into the text because this section of Talmud contains 
many other anti-heretical traditions ascribed to R. Yohanan. 5 Since 
Simlai was Yohanan’s student and colleague it is also possible that 
R. Simlai learned the tradition from his teacher and carried it on. 
The third century attribution of the traditions remains unaffected in 
any case. 

Whatever the authorship, the process of exegesis is clear. A gram¬ 
matical plural form in scripture is used by heretics to demonstrate 
duality or plurality in the deity. The rabbi suggests that the remedy 
to the heresy, always a grammatical singular, invariably occurs close 
to these plurals, proving the heretical doctrine wrong. Some of the 
dangerous scriptures must reflect real arguments between orthodox 
and heretical communities, but other passages may have been added 
purely by analogy, as the tradition grew. More importantly, we have 
no evidence that any actual heretical argument took the form in which 
it is reported. While the heretics might have used the passage, their 
beliefs were no doubt more sophisticated than the rabbis reported. 

We already have had some indication that the arguments were more 
complex than the rabbinic reports suggest. Gen. 1:26 and Dan. 7:9, 
for instance, provide real support for many different kinds of heretical 
beliefs. In the earlier traditions we have seen that the heretical argu¬ 
ments based on these verses were wide and varied. The rabbinic response 
was always directly relevant to the heretical argument. When the rabbis 
also pointed to a singular in the verse, it could be shown to be a second¬ 
ary layer of the rabbinic defense. For instance, in passage 1 the plural 
in Dan. 7:9 is countered with a singular in some of the versions, but 
that argument would seem to belong to the amoraic stratum. The 
original heretical argument based on this particular scripture must have 
involved the two manifestations—the “son of man” and the “Ancient 
of Days.” The reduction of the argument to a conventional pattern 
reflects a later stage of the tradition, when the issue itself was no 
longer primary and a developing literary or oral genre had begun to 


5 Rabinowitz, Dikduke Soferhn, ad loc. notes that the text was frequently censored 
here. 

G Reuven KimeJman has shown that R. Yohanan and Origen, both living in third 
century Caesarea, were likely to have known about the arguments of each other. 
He feels this tradition should be attributed to R. Yohanan. See “Origen and R. 
Yohanan on Canticles/' paper; AJS Conference, Boston, Dec. 1975, also. 
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dictate the form in which the tradition would be preserved. We may 
suspect that an earlier layer existed, but we can only describe it where 
we have good textual evidence of an earlier issue. The plural was 
probably noted by the heretics but we know that the “son of man” 
exegesis was far more elaborate than an explanation of the plural. 
The rabbis, on the other hand, did not allow themselves to be put in 
the position of helping to spread the heretical ideas. They simply 
located the plural in scripture, showed that it referred to the single God 
and avoided any further characterization. 

A similar collection in the Jerusalem Talmud shows that the tradition 
evolved in a slightly different form in the Palestinian academies. 


The minim asked R. Simlai ''How many gods created the world?” 
He said to them, “Do you ask me? Go and ask the first man, as it is 
written, (Deut. 4:32) ' Ask now the former days which were before 
thee, since God created man upon the earth! It is not written here/ 
{they) created , 'but/ ( he ) created! ” They said to him, “It is written, 
In the beginning God created (Gen. 1:1)' “Is it written, '( they ) 
created ?’ It is only written, l {he) created! ” 

R. Simlai said, “In every passage where the minim go wrong, the 
answer to them is close by.” 

They (the minim) returned and asked him, “What of that which is 
written (Gen. 1:26) ' Let us make man in our image, after our likeness! ” 
He said to them “It is not written here ( ib. 27) 'And they created man 
in their imaged but ' And God created man in His image! " His dis¬ 
ciples said to him, “Rabbi, thou has driven away these men with a stick. 
But what dost thou answer to us ?” He said to them, “At the first, Adam 
was created out of the dust, and Eve was created out of the man. From 
Adam onward (it is said) 'in Our image according to Our likeness! 
It is impossible for man to exist without woman, and it is impossible 
for woman to exist without man, and it is impossible for both to exist 
without the Shekhina.” 

And they returned and asked him, “What is that which is written: 
(Josh 22:22) 'God, God, the Lord, God, God, the Lord He knoweth! ” 
He said to them, “It is not written here, 'they know/ but it is written 
'He knoweth! ” His disciples said to him, “Rabbi, thou hast driven these 
men away with a stick. But what dost thou answer to us?” He said to 
them, “The three (names) are the name of one, just as a man says, 
'Basileus/ 'Caesar/ 'Augustus/ ” 

They returned and asked him, “What is that which is written 
(Ps. 50:1) 'God, God, the Lord hath spoken and He called the earthT ” 
He said to them “Is it written here '(they) have spoken and have 
called ?' It is only written, 'He hath spoken and hath called the earth/ ” 
His disciples said to him, “Rabbi, thou hast driven these men away 
with a stick. But what do you answer to us?” He said to them, “The 
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three (names) are the names of one, just as a man says, ‘labourers,’ 
‘masons,’ ‘architects.’ ” 

They returned and asked him, “What is that which is written 
(Josh 24:19) ‘For He is a holy God (where the word holy is plural)’ ” 
He said to them. “It is written there not ‘they are holy,’ but ‘He is holy.’ 
(He is a jealous God.)” His disciples said to him, "Rabbi, thou hast 
driven these men away with a stick. What dost thou answer to us?” 
R. Isaac said, “Holy in every form of holiness.” For R. Judan said, in 
the name of R. Aha, “The way of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is in 
holiness. His word is in holiness, His sitting is in holiness, the baring 
of His arm is in holiness. He is fearful and mighty in holiness. His ways 
are in holiness, as it is written (Ps. Ixxvii 13): ‘Thy way, O God, is in 
the sanctuary. His footsteps are in holiness: (Ps. 68:24). ' Thy goings 
O my King, my God, in the sanctuary.’ His sitting is in holiness: (Ps. 
47:8) ‘God sitteth upon the throne of His holiness .’ His word is in 
holiness: (Ps. 108:7) ‘God God has spoken in His holiness.’ The 
bearing of His arm is in holiness: (Ps. 51:10) ‘The Lord has made 
bare His holy arm.' He is fearful and might in holiness: (Ex. 15:11) 
‘Who is like Thee, glorious in holiness, (fearful in praise?)’ ” 

They returned and asked him, “What is that which is written: (Dt. 
4:7) ‘For what great nation is there that hath a God so near to them, 
as the Lord our God, whensoever we call upon Him ?’ ” He said to them, 
“It is not written here, ‘Call upon them,' but ‘Call upon Him.’ ” His 
disciples said to him, “Rabbi, you have driven away these men with a 
stick. What do you answer to us?” He said to them. “He is near in 
every manner of nearness.” 7 

R. Simlai’s method for defeating heretics is slightly different from 
the description of R. Yohanan’s in the Babylonian Talmud. But the 
principle he espoused is similar to the Babylonian Talmud’s version— 
countering the mysterious plurals with a nearby singular to show that 
there is only one God. 

In one place this argument seems especially appropriate. The singular 
verb in Genesis 1:1 does prevent one from getting the wrong impres¬ 
sion about the number of deities present at creation. In fact, the 
Palestinian rabbis seemed satisfied with the argument in this one place 
and made no further comment on that verse. Significantly, the rule of 
R. Simlai is adduced from that place. It is possible that the argument 
actually arose in regard to that verse and was later extended to others. 

When the heretics appeal to Gen. 1:26, R. Simlai’s principle is 
used to “drive away the heretics” but it is not sufficient to end the 
discussion within the academy. Apparently, although the “two powers” 


~ ]. Bcr. 12d-13a. 
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heretics could be defeated easily, the correct understanding of Gen. 
1:26 was not evident. Orthodox argument had the further advantage 
of justifying marriage as a divinely sanctioned institution. So R. Simlai’s 
doctrine was not a sufficient exegesis of the passage, although it ap¬ 
parently sufficed to refute the heresy. It looks as if the doctrine of 
R. Simlai was applied quite automatically as a defense against any 
heretical passages, but the dangerous scriptural passages also received 
separate explanations which the rabbis found useful to proclaim. 
R. Simlai’s principle could not be the final word on each passage. 

To these already familiar traditions in midrash are appended several 
new scriptural passages which support heresy. These traditions add Jos. 
22 and Ps. 50 to our list of places from which heretical doctrines could 
be derived—not this time from a grammatical plural, but from the 
repetition of the various divine names. These arguments, in fact, might 
be as old as the oldest “two power” arguments which we have traced 
since the oldest traditions also depended on an exegesis of the different 
names of God. R. Simlai defeats the heretical arguments with his 
versatile principle. But, the further question about the real significance 
of the divine names then arises for the rabbis. After these examples 
follows one last occurrence of the grammatical plural argument, ob¬ 
viously out of place and suggesting that the three previous examples 
were inserted in the text haphazardly from another source. 

To summarize, in the first crux (Gen. 1:1), R. Simlai’s principle is 
completely satisfactory. It is not clear that R. Simlai himself would have 
adduced the following cases where his principle is not the final word. 
Further use of his principle may have been made by modest exegetes 
working under his inspiration and hence attributed to him. 

In the passage from the Babylonian Talmud where the tradent may 
have been either R. Simlai or R. Yohanan, the context concerned both 
heresy and heretical views of the creation separately. In the Jerusalem 
Talmud the link between heresy and dangerous views of creation is 
made explicit since R. Simlai is asked by the heretics “How many 
deities (or powers) created the world?” R. Simlai’s response differs 
slightly in the many versions of this tradition. He either tells the 
heretics to inquire of the first days (Gen. R. 8:9) or the first man (j< 
Ber. 12b) or the record of creation (Dt. R. 2:13) or the Torah (Gen. R. 
1:13 Mss 8, Tan. 7). In each case the directive is to seek a primeval 
authority, based on Dt. 4:32 (“Search into days gone by, long before 
your time, beginning at the day when God created man on earth; 
search from one end of heaven to the other and ask if any deed as 



HOW MANY POWERS CREATED THE WORLD? 


127 


mighty as this has been seen or heard.”) 8 Emphasizing different 
aspects of that verse yields the different primeval authorities. 

Each version of the tradition has a slightly different anthology of 
biblical passages. But, in each case, the argument is most aptly used 
against the idea of two creators and later extended to apply to other 
ideas of two deities in heaven. 9 This extension is facilitated by Dt. 

8 The verse in Dt. can also be used as additional proof that one God only was 
responsible for the creation. Dt. is talking about the Mosaic revelation, a fact not lost 
on the rabbis. “Did any people ever hear the voice of God speaking out of the 
fire as you heard it and remain alive?" Dt. asks. This theme was strongly emphasized 
in reference to the Exodus passages in the Mekhilta (passage 1.) There, the elders of 
Israel saw God, yet lived—which showed God's aspect of mercy, a different aspect 
of deity than was present at Sinai and the sea. Apparently, in the case of Dt. R. as 
well, heretical speculation about the number of Gods arose. R. Simlai explains that 
Dt. 4:33 (sing.) contradicts Dt. 4:32 (plural) (Ex. R. 29:1), and that only one God 
can be derived from the passage. The argument has become conventionalized in the 
rabbinic texts. The heretics surely did not rest content after merely observing the 
plural form. 

0 Ber. 9:1; j. Ber. 12b Ask the first man (Dt. 4:32) 

Gen. 1 
Gen. 1:26 
Josh. 22:22 
Ps. 1:1 

Josh. 24:19—Ps. 77:13, 68:24, 47:8, 108:7, 51:10, Ex. 15:11 
Dt. 4:7 

San. 38b : R. Yohanan gives the rule 
Gen. 1:26 
Gen. 11:5 f. 

Gen. 35:5 f. 

Dt. 4:7 
2 Sam. 7:23 
Dan. 7:9 f. 

R. Idi Ex. 24:1 (Ex. 23:21) 

Exchange me not: He will not pardon (Ex. 33:15) 

P. Ishmael b. Yosi (Gen. 19:24) 

Gen. 3:23 

Gen. R. 1:13 Ms 8. Ask the Torah 
Dt. 4:7 
Josh. 24:19 

Gen. R. 8:9 Ask the first days (Dt. 4:32) 

Gen. 1:1 
Gen. 1:26 

Ex. R. 29:1 Ex. 20:1 and Dt. 4:33 
Dt. 4:6 

Dt. R. 2:13 the record of creation 
Dt. 4:7 

Gen. 1:1 also 1:3 1:6 
Gen. 1:26 
Dt. 4:6-7 
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4:34, which is telling proof against any dualistic doctrine not just 
two creators, because it states: "You have had sure proof that the 
YHWH is God; there is no other... This day, then, be sure and take 
to heart that the YHWH is God in heaven above and on earth below; 
there is no other.” Of course, heretical distinctions between YHWH 
and God can be the target of such polemic. 

Thus, we can derive a list of scriptural passages which were viewed 
as dangerous in the third century, contemporary with R. Simlai or 
R. Yohanan. 10 These are Gen. 1:1 f., Gen. 1:26 f., Gen. 11:5 f., 
Gen. 19:24, Gen. 35:5 f., Dt. 4:7, 2 Sam. 7:23 f., Dan. 7:9 f., Josh. 


M. Ps. 50:1 

Dt. 4:24 Prov. 3:19-20 

Josh. 22:22 

10 Gen. 1:1 
Gen. R. 8:9 

Dt. R. 2:13 (here also Gen. 1:3, 1:6) 

Gen. 1:26 
Gen. R. 8:9 
San. 38b 
Dt. R. 2:13 
Yalkut 

Gen. 11:5 /. 

San. 38b 

Gen. 19:24 

San. 38b (R. (shmael b. Yosi) 

Gen. 35:7 
San. 38b 

Dt. 4:7 

Ber. 9, j. Ber. 12b 
Dt. R. 2:13 
San. 38b 

Gen. R. 1:13 ms, 8 
Hx. R. 29:1 

Dt. 4:32-3 

Ex. R. 29:1 (with Ex. 20:1) 

Josh. 22:22 
M. Ps. 50:1 

Josh. 24:19 
j. Ber. 12b 
Tan. 7 

Tan. kaddoshin 4 (with Lev. 19:2) 
Gen. R. 1:13 ms. 8 

2 Sam. 7:23 
San. 38b 



HOW MANY POWERS CREATED THE WORLD? 


129 


22:22, Josh. 24:19, Ps. 50.1. We can review these verses as they 
appear in other parts of rabbinic tradition to see whether there are any 
further hints characterizing the heresy in a less conventional way. 

Gen. 1:1 /.: This verse was supposed to be at issue in tannaitic 
times. 11 Ishmael and Akiba are reported to have argued about whether 
the 3 T in the first verse of the Bible was inclusive or exclusive, which 
was interpreted later to defeat the idea that either heaven or earth were 
deities. That a plurality of deities could be derived from the first verse 
because the word for God (Elohim) is plural (Dt. R. 2:13) was the 
way this issue was expressed during the third century. One wonders 
if the conflict between Ishmael and Akiba (which may have been 
purely grammatical) became associated with heresy during this period. 12 
Also relevant to this scriptural passage are Gen. 1:3 and 1:6 where 
the same word is at issue. Since the word God, Elohim, occurs so often 
in the Bible, the defenders must have had in mind a specific doctrine 
of plurality of deities present at the creation. These verses were used 
to advantage by many groups using Hellenistic Jewish traditions and 
cannot be said to be exclusively gnostic, apocalyptic or Christian. ^ 


Dan. 7:9 
San. 38b 
Ps. 50:1 
j. Ber. 12b 
Prov. 3:19-20 
M. Ps. 50:1 

11 See p. 7-1. Ishmael and Akiba on Gen. 1:1. 

12 See 83 f. 

1:1 See p. 226 f. and p. 257 f. Meg. 9a, J. Meg. 71d cf., also Gen. R. 8:1 L. The 
rabbis report that the Greek version of the Bible contained another translation of 
Gen. 1:1—i.e., “God created, in the beginning.’’ Rashi and tosajot ad loc. say that 
this was to avoid the difficulty of “two powers.’’ Tosafol says that “In the beginning’’ 
itself could have been taken as the name of a deity, were it not for the inversion of 
the familiar grammar. 

Meg. Taanit, Massekheth Soferim 1:7-10, j. Meg. 1:71 d (cf., Mekh. lix. R. 12:40) 
Meg. 9a also Gen. R. 8:11; 10:9, 38:10, 48:17, 98:5, lix. R. 5:5, Lev. R. 13:5 all 
report several passages where the rabbis believe that the LXX changed the MT. 
Of these more than 13 alterations, only four actually appear in surviving manuscripts 
of the LXX, some more attestations surviving in African versions. None of the 
attestations are in verses relevant for us. However, Irenaeus does state that some 
heretical groups made "In the beginning" into a God (see p. 78). Frankel ( Vor- 
studien, 31) suggests that all may have been variants of a Hebrew text presented to 
King Ptolemy and not basically a Greek translation of the text. See also Geiger, 
Nacbgelassene Schrijten: (herausgegeben von Ludwig Geiger), IV. Band (Berlin: 
1876) p. 50 f. Against Frankel, A. Aptowitzer, “Die rabbinischen Berichte iiber die 
Fntstehung der LXX," Hak-kedem, St. Petersburg: II (1908), 11-27 and 102-122 and 
III (1909), 4-17. Also see Towner, Rabbinic Enumeration oj Scriptural Examples , pp. 
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Gen. 1:26\ has already been studied in great detail by many scholars. 
The tradition of sectarian exegesis goes back to Philo and before. 14 
It is mentioned in Gen. R. 8:9, San. 38b, Yalkut Shimoni, and Dt. 
R. 2:13 as being among the phrases in scripture against which R. 
Simlai cautions. In his view, the problem is the plural of majesty 
with which God ordered the creation of man. Simlai’s answer is that 
only one God is involved in the process because the verb in the next 
verse is in the singular. Of course, it is hardly a detailed answer to 
every heresy based on the verse, but it has the advantage of not 
broaching any of the other (sectarian) understandings. For instance, 
the problem of the likeness between man and God is not mentioned. 
Nor is the question broached of the identity of the being addressed. 
The repetition of the word “Adam,” implying a plurality of creators 
or creations, is not mentioned. So many dangerous doctrines find 
support in this verse that one can easily see its refutation by R. Simlai’s 
principle to be meant to counter them all by prudent dismissal with as 
little characterization as possible on the part of the amoraim. 

Gen. 11:17: contains the same difficult plural of majesty as in Gen. 
1:26. The report of LXX translators also occurs at Gen. R. 39:10 for this 
verse. 15 Here God says “Let us go down and confound their language.” 
(The plural is translated literally by the received text of the LXX.) 
Targum Onkelos is embarrassed by the idea that God descends, so it 
translates, characteristically, “was revealed” instead. 

Gen. 19:24: contains the seemingly pleonastic repetition of “from 
YHWH” in the account of the punishing of Sodom and Gomorrah. 
This possible source of heresy has been added to R. Simlai’s group but 
can actually be traced to a Tanna, R. Ishmael b. Yosi. Elsewhere, 
R. Hilfi (PA 2) the son of Samkai, reports that R. Judah (PA 2) felt 
the repetition meant that divine punishment was carried out by the 


206-213, who rightfully stresses the history of the tradition within the midrash itself 
instead of the purported historical incident underlying it. It is enough for current 
purposes to note that rabbinic tradition assumed that battle over these verses went 
back to the second century B.C.E. and to the foundation of Hellenistic Judaism. 

H Gen. 1:26 (and Gen. 2:7 as well) is fully dealt with in the following places: 
Jervell, Imago Dei\ M. Smith, "On the Shape of God and the humanity of the 
Gentiles," in J. Neusner, ed., Religions in Antiquity , pp. 315-26. Also R. Mcl. Wilson, 
Studia Pntristica, \ 1 (1957), 420-37. See p. 27 f., 113 f., 143 f. See also Birger Albert 
Pearson, The Pneumatikos-Psychikos Terminology (Missoula: SBL Dissertation Series 
12, 1973), p. 51 f. 

15 See note 13. 

10 See p. 118. 
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angel Gabriel. 17 Thus, he must believe that one of the "YHWH" ’s 
in that passage refers to Gabriel. While Gabriel was not considered 
a separate, independent power by the rabbis, the tradition attests to 
the existence of exegeses which allowed the tetragrammaton to signify 
a being other than Israel’s one God. 18 Obviously that very doctrine 
was enough to worry the rabbis. Though this midrash does not 
mention “two powers,” it involves a concept coming perilously close 
to that heresy, stopping only before the overt postulation of separate 
authority. This is followed by the exegetical principle of R. Eleazar 
who believed that “and YHWH” refers to both God and his heavenly 
court. R. Yohanan had espoused a similar idea but R. Eleazar has 
refined that intuition to a rule based on the occurrence of the word 
„and” (W). R. Yohanan, for his part, maintains that God always 
consults His heavenly court. Of course, this eliminates the problem 
of principal hypostases of God whose divinity could be confused with 
Him and also explains the plurals of majesty in Genesis. This verse 
is important in some Christian exegesis as well. 19 

Gen. 35:7 and 5: “There he built an altar and called the place El 
Bethel, because it was there that God had revealed Himself to him 
when he was running away from his brother.” The problem is, again, 
the grammatical plural referring to God in the verse. The rabbis explain 
it by saying that 35:5 contains the singular to prove that God is really 
one. However, this is not an innocent occurrence of a grammatical 
plural either. It is bound up with the immense speculation about Jacob 
and the revelation at Bethel, which is based on Genesis 29:10 f. In 
different writers, notably Philo, the word “place” itself is taken as a 
name for God, just as MQWM (place) became the name for God 
within early rabbinic tradition. Philo himself discussed a “second god” 
in reference to the Bethel revelation. 20 

Josh. 24:19: “Joshua answered the people, 'You cannot worship 
YHWH. He is a holy (pi.) God, a jealous God, and He will not forgive 
your rebellion and your sins.’ ” The rabbis point out the singular 
forms which contradict the one plural in the verse. The interpretation 
of the verse is puzzling and it is possible that some detractors of the 


17 Gen. R. 51:2. 

18 See p. 1 34 f., p. 201 f. See also Fossum dissertation, Utrecht. 

1(1 See p. 113 n. 10 for a discussion of this principle behind the tradition in Gen. 
R. 21:5 that Adam became like the angels when he learned the difference between 
good and evil. 

2I) See p. 159 f., p. 170 f. 
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God of Israel derived two gods—one just and one merciful, or one 
who created, another who forgives—from this verse. 

2 Sam. 7:23: “And thy people Israel, to whom can they be com¬ 
pared? Is there any other nation on earth to whom thou, O God, has set 
out (pi.) to redeem from slavery to be your people?” The rabbis again 
show that the sense of the verse requires a single God to be present 
even though a plural is implied by the grammar. However, there are 
many other things in the verse which might give the impression of 
more than one God. The phrase GWY W 3 LHYW presents a problem 
to the rabbis. R. Eliezer suggested that it refers to idols which the 
Israelites took out with them from Egypt, namely the idol of Micah. 
As we have seen before, R. Akiba thought that this verse must refer 
to the Shekhina, who is to be redeemed along with Israel. Thus, there 
is room in the verse for understanding a divine manifestation other than 
God, as long as that manifestation is within the ken of orthodoxy. 

Dan. 7:9 /■: The rabbis point out that the singular form in the 
verse counteracts the earlier plural. A good deal more speculation in 
heretical communities was based on these verses than is implied by the 
comment. 21 

Ps. 30:1 and josh. 22:22: have a different character from the cita¬ 
tions above. They are mentioned by R. Simlai expressly (in j. Ber. 
12df) but their distinct character makes one suspicious of ascribing 
them originally to him. They may easily have been added to the tradi¬ 
tion. Both of these examples involve the expression “God, God, 
YHWH,” which the minim took to exemplify plurality of deity. In 
this case it is not a grammatical plural which presents the dualistic 
possibility but the different names of God. Since three names of God 
—El, Elohim and YHWH—are suggested in the verses, various 
scholars 22 postulate that Christianity with a well developed trinitarian 
doctrine was the heresy under attack. However, the LXX had already 
translated the Hebrew in such a way as to imply that "two powers,” 
rather than three, were present. We have seen that the linking of 
different names of God to different manifestations is quite ancient. 
It is probable that all the recorded midrashic traditions served as a 
defense against more radical doctrines. 

At the beginning of the section, I noted that it was unclear whether 


21 See p. 33 f., p. 66 f. and 201. 

22 See Marmorstein, Unity, p. 491; Buchler, Minim, p. 258; Bacher, APA, I, 
pp. 555 f.; Herford, p. 261; and Bergmann, p. 89- 
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"two powers” or “many powers” was the heresy of interest to R. 
Simlai. The actual phrase "two powers” appears only in a late version 
in the Talmud. We discovered that the traditions ascribed to R. Simlai 
make an anthology of scriptural passages useful to defeat heresy. The 
rabbinic traditions have been reduced to a conventional form, where 
the heretical group merely pointed to a plural and the rabbis retorted 
with a singular. But we have seen that the actual doctrines were more 
complex. Behind the sectarian designation of plurality are traces of 
traditions either about a second principal figure in heaven, or about 
the meaning of the repetition of God’s name, all of which go con¬ 
siderably along the way towards “two powers” heresy. After comparing 
these passages with the other rabbinic traditions about the same 
scriptures, it even seemed that some rabbinic writings contained tradi¬ 
tions related to the heresy. Two passages may have had three powers in 
mind. They may have been describing a trinity of sorts, as some 
scholars have suggested but, whether of the gnostic or Christian variety 
is difficult to decide. However, the Greek translation of these passages 
implies two rather than three powers. So if the heretics read their 
Bible in Greek, they may have recognized only two powers. Only the 
two passages describing the creation—Gen. 1:1 and Gen. 1:26—defini¬ 
tely support the idea that more than two powers were involved. That 
interpretation is not necessary, rather suggested by what we know of 
"many powers” traditions of the creation. 23 This leads to the conclusion 
that the basic distinction in rabbinic thought even in amoraic times, 
was between “one power” and "two powers” in heaven. This basic 
distinction divided heresy from orthodoxy, Jewish monotheism from 
groups which read scripture but, from the rabbinic perspective, were 
outside of the community of believers. 

Possible interpretations of “many powers in heaven” continue to 
correlate with the biblical creation account. This further suggests that 
the term "many powers in heaven” was coined after the term "two 
powers in heaven” had been in use and that it described a more 
complex heavenly hierarchy specifically derived from the creation ac¬ 
count as in some varieties of apocalypticsm, Christianity and gnosticism. 

If it is true that “two powers in heaven” was the basic category of 
heresy, it is still not necessarily true that the term described only 
Christians while “many powers” described only gnostics. We know 
that there were Jewish-Christian groups with elaborate systems of 


2:i See Ex. R. 29:2 and Dt. R. 2:13 as well as p. 109 f., 1 37 f., and 141. 
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cosmology and intermediaries, which could have been named as “many 
powers in heaven,” even though they had no specifically gnostic char¬ 
acter. On the other hand, some gnostic groups preserved only two gods, 
the high god and the demiurge. 24 


2t See p. 244 f. 



CHAPTER NINE 


DIVINE POWERS AND ANGELS 

PASSAGE 9 
Genesis Rabba 1:7 

R. Isaac commenced with, The beginning of Your word is truth ; and all 
Your righteous ordinance endures forever (Ps. 99:160). Said R. Isaac: From 
the very commencement of the world’s creation, “The beginning of Thy 
word is truth!' [Even], In the beginning God created (Gen. 1:1) [shows 
that] YHWH Elohim is the true God. (Jer. 10:10). Therefore, And all your 
righteous ordinance endures forever (Ps. loc. cit.). For, in regard to every 
single decree which You have promulgated concerning Your creatures, they 
affirm the righteousness of Your judgment and accept it with faith. And no 
person can dispute and maintain that two powers gave the Torah or two 
powers created the world. For “And the Gods spoke” is not written here, but, 
And God spake all these words (Ex. 20:1). In the beginning Gods created 
is not written here, but In the beginning God created. (Gen. 1:1). i 

The Rabbi Isaac in question is R. Isaac b. Nappaha (250-320 C.E., 
so called only in the Babylonian Talmud) the famous Palestinian amora 
of the second and third generation. His identity is confirmed by the 
midrash, which has captured the type of exegesis characteristic of the 
Palestinian sage—making a proemium or introduction to the Bible 
reading of the week. 2 R. Isaac was a student of R. Yohanan and is 
portrayed in such a way as to bear out his teacher’s lessons. He com¬ 
batted both the now familiar heresy that two gods might have been 
present at creation and the additional problem that the ordinances of 
God might be unjust. 

The defense against these doctrines was accomplished by associating 
another verse with the first verse of the weekly Bible reading in order 
to clarify the meaning of that verse. R. Isaac associated Ps. 119:160 
with Gen. 1:1, both because of a similar subject matter and because 
of a similar word. Gen. 1:1 begins with BR 3 5YT (in the beginning) 
and Ps. 119:160 contains a word derived from the same root R 3 S 
(head). Instead of “the principle of Your word is truth,” he translated: 
“The beginning of Your word is truth.” Hence Ps. 119:160 is applicable 


3 Tr. Freedman, with modifications. 
2 Bacher, APA , II, p. 275. 


io 
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to the first words of the Bible—by a substitution, somewhat like a 
gezerah shavah. However, just which aspect of Ps. 119:160 is applied 
to Gen. 1:1 is ambiguous, and has occasioned two different inter¬ 
pretations among the traditional commentators. The first possibility is 
to reason that since “The beginning of Your word is truth,’’ we know 
that the beginning of the Bible is true when it says that one God 
(sing.) created the world, hence the statement that “YHWH is God” 
is true. 3 

This interpretation is the popular one, but has the disadvantage 
of not adequately explaining why R. Isaac quotes Jer. 10:10. It rather 
seems to me that R. Isaac was using a more elaborate system of sub¬ 
stitution. He could be saying: "Since we know that the first statement 
of the Bible is true (Ps. 119:160) and since we know that YHWH 
as well as Elohim is the true God (Jer. 10:10), we can be sure that 
both God’s names—YHWH and Elohim—were present at creation. 
Therefore both His qualities of mercy and justice were also present.” 
From the very beginning God’s ordinances were both just and merciful. 
The only proper response is to accept them all faithfully. The con¬ 
clusion of the argument is taken from the second part of Ps. 119:160 
—that every decree always shows justice and mercy (SDQH) at the 
same time. 4 

This immediately occasions a warning against the idea that two 
powers created the world or that two powers gave the Law. Then R. 
Simlai’s exegetical device is utilized to show the grammatical difficulty 
in propounding a “two powers” heresy. 

If the second interpretation is right, the rabbinic doctrine of the 
two attributes of God—MDT HDYN and MDT HRHMYM—is being 
used apologetically against a heretical argument. That heresy may have 
taken two forms. The first possibility is that the creator was unjust. 
The second possibility is that the God who created is simply not the 
same God who saves. 

Either possibility involves “two powers.” Both identify the names 
YHWH and Elohim as different deities. R. Isaac, using the rabbinic 
doctrine of the attributes of God as a defense, showed that only one 

Rctshi and Elz Yosef (Enoch Zundel b. Joseph of Bialistock, 19th century) both 
assume that the opening statement of the Bible proclaims the truth that the Lord is 
God, and there is none beside Him, for it is He alone who created the world. 

+ The Mahartzu (Ze'eb Wolf Einhorn, 19th century) understands Elohim (God) 
to signify God's attribute of Justice. The opening verse of the Bible “In the Beginning 
Elohim created" then is an assertion that He created the world on the basis both of 
justice and mercy. 
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God is present and proved his contention by using the method current 
with R. Simlai and R. Yohanan. The complete structure of his argument 
is considerably more complex than R. Simlai’s principle, which is again 
appended as an after-thought. 

R. Luliana b. Tabri said in R. Isaac’s name: Whether we accept the 
view of R. Hanina or of R. Yohanan all agree that none were created 
on the first day, lest you should say, Michael stretched the world forth 

in the South of the firmament and Gabriel in the North, while the 

Holy One, Blessed be He, measured it in the middle: but I am the 
Lord that makes all things, that stretched forth the heavens alone, that 
spread out the earth by myself .—Mi ltti ? (ib. 44:24)—who was 
with me? is written; who was associated with me in the creation of the 
world ? 5 

Another series of traditions, evinced in Gen. R. 3:8, is attributed to 
R. Isaac. In this tradition, R. Isaac cites the discussion between R. 
Hanina and R. Yohanan, Isaac’s teacher, about the day on which the 
angels were created. Since it ought to be clear that the angels were not 

created on the first day, R. Isaac maintains that we can be sure that 

God accomplished creation without any angelic help. Hence, no angel 
can be his equal. R. Isaac gives an example of heretical belief, testi¬ 
fying that some people alleged that Michael and Gabriel were associates 
of God in creation. God may have created the middle, but each angel 
created other parts of the firmament. By means of a double entendre, 
R. Isaac uses Ps. 44:24 to ask the rhetorical question: “Who was 
associated with me in the creation of the world?” The answer, of 
course, is that no one, not even an archangel was given such an honor. 
This unnamed doctrine seems related to the Gabriel, Michael and 
Metatron speculation discussed previously. 6 However, other elaborate 
angelologies may have been involved, for beliefs in angelic mediation 
were commonplace throughout Judaism. What is dangerous, of course, 
is the notion that some principal angel could be said to usurp God’s 
independent power. 

This tradition also helps explain the relevance of the next midrash 
in Dt. Rabba, concerning the meaning of Dt. 6:4: 

R. Isaac opened (his discourse) with the text: “The Lord is my portion," 
said my soul; therefore will 1 hope in Him (Lam. 3:24). R. Isaac 
said: “This may be compared to a king who entered a province with his 

5 Gen. R. 3:8 repeated 1:3. See also M. Ps. 24a, Tan. B. 1:12. 
a See p. 112 f., p. 141. The use of the word SWTP implies a separate divinity which 
makes use of the name of God. This is especially clearly brought out in F.x. R. 29:2 
where such ideas are expressly called "many gods” and condemned by means of 
Ex. 20:2. 
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generals, rulers and governors. Some of the citizens of the province 
chose a general as their patron, others a ruler and others a governor. 
One of them who was cleverer than the rest, said, “I will choose the 
king.” Why? All others are liable to change, but the king is never 
changed. Likewise, when God came down to Sinai, there also came 
down with Him many companies of angels, (Num. 2:3). Michael and 
his company, Gabriel and his company. Some of the nations of the 
world chose for themselves (as their patron) Michael, others Gabriel, 
but Israel chose God for itself, exclaiming, “The Lord is my 
portion,” said my soul. This is the force of “Hear, O Israel, the Lord, 
our God, the Lord is One.” 7 

The passage, again from R. Isaac, does not mention “two powers 
in heaven/ 1 It does discuss Michael and Gabriel as if they had been 
accepted as deities by groups other than Israel. 

The testament of God's unity in Dt. has allowed the redactor of 
Deuteronomy Rabba to assemble many rabbinic teachings against angelic 
and binitarian dangers. 

Another explanation: Hear, O Israel. This bears out what Scrip¬ 
ture says, “Whom have I in heaven but Thee? And besides Thee 
I desire none upon earth (Ps. 73:25).” Rab said: “There are two firma¬ 
ments, the heaven and the heaven of heavens.” R. Eleazar said: “There 
are seven firmaments: Heaven (SMYM), Heaven of Heavens (SMY 
SMYM), Firmament (RQY C ), Sky (5HQYM), Habitation (M‘WN), 
Residence (ZBWL), Thick Cloud ( C RPL); and God opened them all 
unto Israel in order to show them that there is no God but He. The 
Assembly of Israel said before God: 'Master of the Universe, whom 
have I in heaven but Thy glory? As in heaven I have none but Thee, 
so too upon earth I desire no other; as I have not associated another 
with Thee in heaven, so upon earth, too, I have not associated with 
Thee any other God but daily I enter the synagogues and testify 
concerning Thee that there is no other God but Thou, and I exclaim, 
Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God , the Lord is one / ” 8 

The passage is an interpretation of Dt. 6:4, “Hear, O Israel, YHWH 
is our God, YHWH is One," a statement of God's unity which has 
assumed central importance in Israel’s liturgy. The passage combines 
several traditions in a sophisticated way. First, it quotes Ps. 73:25, 
“Whom have I in heaven but Thee, and besides Thee I desire none upon 
the earth." The questions raised by the psalmist are used to proclaim 
God's complete unity. 

The first question, “Whom have I in heaven but Thee?" is answered 

7 Dt. R. 2:34, tr. Rabbinowitz. 

8 Dt. R. 2:32, tr. Rabbinowitz, with modifications. See also Gruenwald, The Visions 
oj Ezekiel , ad loc. 
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by reliance on a description of heaven, transmitted elsewhere in rabbinic 
literature in the name of Rab and R. Eleazar. 9 In this version, a new 
edge has been put on the traditions by the rabbis, who are obviously 
reacting hostilely to some idea of a heavenly figure of major status. 
According to them, God opened each heaven to Israel to show to them 
that there is no other God but Him. The word used to describe that 
figure is 3 LWH (God) rather than R5WT (power) showing that the 
terms could be used interchangeably. By continuing the exegesis of 
Ps. 73, the possibility of another earthly God is also denied. This is a 
convenient argument against a number of beliefs, among which, espe¬ 
cially in this context, would be incarnation. In order to counteract 
those heretical tendencies, the orthodox position marshalled the Shema 
(Dt. 6:4), the very center of synagogue liturgy. 

The next passage in Dt. Rabba is also based on the Shema and 
contains information attributed to earlier times. It begins with a quo¬ 
tation from Pr. 24:21. 


PASSAGE 10 
Dt. Rabba 2:33 

Another explanation: What is the force of, 11 And the King ? Make [God] 
King over you. And meddle not with them that are given to change ” (Prov. 
24:21). Do not meddle with those who declare that there is a second god. 
R. Judah b. Simon said: [Scripture says], 11 And it shall come to pass, that 
in all the land, saith the Lord, two parts therein shall be cut off and die 
(Zech. 13:8); the mouths that declare that there are two powers shall be 
cut off and die. And who will survive in the future? But the third shall 
be left therein. This refers to Israel who are termed 'thirds/ for they are 
divided into three groups: Priests, Levites and Israelites and are descended 
from the three Patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” Another explanation: 
Because they praise God with the threefold expression of holiness, "Holy, 
holy, holy (Isa. 6:3).” R. Aha said: "God was angry with Solomon when 
he uttered the above verse. He said to him: 'Why do you express a thing 
that concerns the sanctification of My name by an obscure allusion’ [in the 
words] 'And meddle not with them that are given to change’ (5WNYM) ? 
Thereupon immediately Solomon expressed it more clearly [in the words], 
'There is one that is alone, and he hath not a second; yea; he hath neither 
son nor brother’ (Eccl. 4:8); He hath neither son nor brother, but Hear 
O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one” io 


0 See Lev. R. 29:11; Hag. 12b, ARN 37 (Goldin, ARN , p. 154); Ginsberg, 
Legends , V, 10 f. where it is ascribed to R. Meir. See p. 66 f. 

10 Tr. Rabbinowitz. 
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“Meddle not with them that are given to change” is seen as relevant 
to the Shema by means of a double entendre: “Meddle not with those 
who say there is a second God.” This is done by understanding the 
root 5-N-Y/H to imply two, or a second, instead of “change,” its usual 
meaning in this form. 11 Instead of reading “Two parts therein shall 
be cut off and die,” he suggests the alternative meaning: “The mouths 
that say there are ‘two powers’ shall be cut off and die.” Having done 
that, the exegete is left with the difficult problem of interpreting the 
significance of the last third. This he deftly calls Israel because Israel is 
the last third of two conventional groupings—both priests, Levites and 
Israel, and Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (who is Israel). Though the 
argument may be ingenious, the rabbis expressed their own disapproval 
by imagining God’s displeasure at such an indirect proof. 

The next paragraph is thus taken to be a more direct attack on the 
same problem. It is based on Proverbs, but is adduced in R. Aba’s name 
(PA4). R Aha seems to identify those who believe in “two powers” 
as Christians. The earliest form of this tradition is actually tannaitic, 
appearing in Sifre 329 where the relationship to “two powers” is 
unstated. R. Aha attributes his exegesis to Solomon because the book 
of Proverbs, from which the text is taken, is attributed to Solomon. 
Therefore, the meaning of the verse can be clarified in light of another 
work attributed to Solomon—Ecc. 4:8, where Solomon is supposed to 
have stated that God has neither brother nor son. 12 By itself, the 
denial of the idea that God has brothers could have been a reference 
to any polytheistic system or Persian religion where the good and evil 
inclinations were sometimes conceived of as twin brothers. But the 
idea that God has no son seems to be best understood as a response to 
Christian or gnostic doctrine, even if there is no firm evidence for 
deciding between the two. 

The text differs significantly in the version occurring at Ecc. R. 4:8: 


There is one that is alone, and He hath not a second (4:8). 
There is one\ i.e., the Holy One, blessed be He, of whom it is said, 
The Lord our God, the Lord is one (Deut. 6:4). And He hath not 
a second : He has no partner in His universe. Yea, He hath neither son 
nor brother, since He has no brother, whence should He have a son ? i ;! 


A similar exegesis on Zech 1 3:8 is attributed to R. Judah b. Simon (PA 1). 
12 See p. 11 f. 

1:1 Ecc. R. 4:1, Tr. Rabbinowitz. 
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The traditional understanding is that is not just to be construed 
as "brother/’ rather as "consort.” The meaning of the phrase would 
then be that God could not possibly have a son because he has no 
consort. 14 This interpretation satisfies the sense of the passage. In 
fact it functions as a commentary because it places a logical progression 
on the tradition which is unsupported in any other version. Signifi¬ 
cantly, the phrase used to describe the second power in heaven is 
5WTP, partner, which we have seen was the term for the heretical 
second figure present at the creation in Adam speculation, is 

In other places as well, the amoraim attached the issue of "two 
powers” to some loosely related earlier tradition. In the following 
pericope, they added the issue because the earlier tradition dealt with 
other kinds of frivolous speculation. The tradition occurs four times 
in rabbinic literature. Each of the four occurrences demonstrates growth 
in the tradition towards more specification about the heresy involved. 
The earliest traditions are from Sifre and the Midrash Tannaim, two 
ostensibly tannaitic sources which appear to be stressing the perfection 
of the human body. 


PASSAGE 11 


Midrash Tannaim 
p. 187 


His work is perfect:. 

His work is perfected with all those 
who come into the world. 


No man in the world can say, "If 
only I had three eyes, if only I had 
three legs, if only I had three hands, 
if only my head faced backwards, 
if only I could walk on my head, then 
I would be pleased!” Why? Because 
All His ways are justice. 


Sifre Dt. 307 

The Rock, Perfect in all His actions'. 
The former because he formed the 
world first and formed man in it. 

His work is perfect. 

His work is perfected with all those 
who come into the world. No one 
can speculate about his attributes, 
not even the most insignificant rea¬ 
son. And none can look and say: "If 
only I had three eyes, if only I had 
three hands, if only I had three legs, 
if only I could walk on my head, if 
only my head faced backwards, how 
pleasant that would be!” Scripture 
teaches, All His ways are justice. 


1A: The root ( D HY) is not attested in Hebrew or Aramaic with the meaning of 
consort. 

15 See the technical use of the term in relation to shading God’s name in j. Taan. 
2 (65d) b. San. 63a, b. Suk, d5b, Ex. R. 42 (to Ex. 32:d). The power could be a 
partner in that he shares the divine name. See p. 112, p. 137, p. 183 f. 
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Ecc. R. 2:12 


Gen. R. 12:1 


R. Simeon b. Yohai said: this is 
compared to a king of flesh and 
blood who built palaces and all who 
visited it said: “If only the columns 
were higher, it would be more plea¬ 
sant. If only the walls were higher, 
it would be more pleasant. If only 
its ceiling were higher, it would be 
more pleasant!” As if a man were to 
come and say: “If only I had three 
arms, or three eyes or three ears or 
three legs, I would be pleased.” 
Scripture does not say: “that which 
he has already made him but,” that 
which they have already made him. 
The supreme King of Kings, Blessed 
be He, and his court, took a vote, so 
to speak, on your every limb and 
plan. And if you should say: “There 
are 'two powers,' has it not already 
been said: He has made you and 
established you." (Dt. 32:6). 


R. Simeon b. Yohai said: This is 
compared to a king of flesh and 
blood who built palaces and his com¬ 
rades visited it and said: “If only the 
columns were higher, it would be 
more pleasant. If only the walls were 
higher, it would be more pleasant. 
If only the ceiling were higher it 
would be more pleasant.” Yet if a 
man came and said: “If only I had 
three eyes, or three legs we would be 
astonished!” 

It is not stated: “that he has already 
made him,” but “That which they 
have already made him. The supreme 
King of Kings, blessed be He and his 
court, took a vote, so to speak, on 
your every limb, and set it up ac¬ 
cording to your plan: (Thus it is 
written) He has made you and He 
has established you. (Dt. 32:6). 


The exegesis is based on Dt. 32:4, “The Rock, His work is perfect.” 
Understanding “rock” ($WR) as “shaper” (SYYR). The exegete 
applies the verse to Genesis and teaches that no one has the right to 
criticize the perfection of the human body. This moral lesson is proof- 
texted by means of other statements emphasizing that God has confi¬ 
dence in His creation, that He judges each creature equally, and that 
the purpose of all men is to be righteous. We have seen that these 
themes are sounded against the heresy of “two powers” especially 
after it becomes impossible to distinguish between the gnostic and 
principal angel varieties. There is no attempt within Sifre to make 
any connection with “two powers” explicit. However, later rabbis were 
sensitive to the theme and spelled out the danger of “two powers” 
heresy. 

The version in Genesis Rabba develops in a different way. The 
midrash arises in reference to Ecc. but the exegesis is occasioned by 
quoting Gen. 2:4, the summary of the creation story. It is attributed 
to R. Simeon b. Yohai and his moral is to avoid criticizing man or 
any other work of the creator, since that implies a criticism of God. *6 


1(5 The defensive argument may have been spurred by the notion that SYYR 
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Yet the analogy between divine and human motives is portrayed 
slightly differently than in the earlier version. Men stupidly criticize 
grand edifices. How much more stupid is it when they criticize man 
himself, who is God’s magnificent edifice? An interesting addition 
to this passage is the explanation of the plurals in Genesis by saying 
they refer to God in consultation with His angelic court. God and 
His heavenly court decide by vote to create each human member, citing 
Dt. 32 as proof because it contains the seeming redundancy “He made 
you and established you.” 17 Based on what we know of “two powers” 
traditions, we can say that there would be a possibility of deriving two 
deities in two different places in this story—one from the two verbs 
used for creation in Genesis, and the other from the two verbs used 
for creation in Deuteronomy. However, the specific charge of heresy 
is not mentioned. 

In Ecc. R. the latest version, approximately the same text is repeated 
with the significant addition of a warning against “two powers.” After 
the description of God and his heavenly court, the midrash adds Dt. 32 
as protection against the idea that there are “two powers.” One editor 
has obviously picked up the dangerous implication of the repetition 
of verbs for creating in Dt. 32, since he specifically reiterates these 
words. He maintains that God’s consultations with the heavenly court 
is the correct interpretation of the repetition but is not satisfied with 
this explanation either. So he then tries to remove all possibility of 
heresy by reading the verse in a slightly different manner, understanding 
the repetition as emphasizing that one God has made all creation. 

From this midrashic development, one may infer that the original 
discussion had something to do with the creation of man and may 
have had some connection to heresy. Further discussion linked it 
significantly with "two powers.” Clearly, although the elaboration 
is secondary, the amoraim were associating creation, “two powers” and 
different words for “creator” with heresy. They did so for good reason 
but we cannot be sure that the original tradition had to do with such 
matters. 

In many places in rabbinic literature, defense against “two powers” 
may be implied, although there is no direct statement of it. Of course, 


(“formed”) signifies that a different and lower creator than the high God, who can 
“create.” (hlo-him). See the controversy beLween Gamaliel and the hmperor, p. 116 f. 

17 See p. 131 f. where R. Eleazar discusses also the heavenly court in regard lo 
ambiguous passages of this type. 
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such passages are easily missed and there is no way to control rabbinic 
literature for all of them. But there is one that is very provocative: 

Rabbi Zeira, the son of R. Abbahu. R. Abbahu in the name of R. 
Elazar: “ ‘Happy the man whose helper is the God of Jacob’ (Ps. 
146:5). Why does scripture seem redundant [in saying]: ‘He who 
made heaven and earth’ To what is this related? It is like a king of 
flesh and blood who employed a governor to rule one estate but who 
had no authority over another. Similarly, lest you should say the 
cosmokrator rules the land, but not the sea, the Holy One, Blessed be 
He rules over both dry land and sea, saving from water in the sea, 
and from fire on the dry land. He who saved Moses from the sword 
of Pharaoh and saved Jonah from the belly of the whale, Hananiah, 
Mishael and Azariah from the fiery furnace and Daniel from the 
lions’ den—He it is about whom it is written, ‘He is the maker of 
heaven and earth, the sea and all that is therein.’ ” 18 

The tradition comes from R. Elazar b. Pedath (PA 2 250-290) 
who is seeking to explain the relationship between Jacob’s prayer for 
help in scripture and the answer that God is the creator of heaven and 
earth. A king of flesh and blood might appoint governors over various 
parts of his realm, but God does not. He rules all parts of His realm 
at the same time. Unlike a kosmokrator, God does not rule the earthly 
part of the world, leaving the sea to another ruler. Rather God saves 
both on land and sea, showing He is omnipotent. The term kosmo¬ 
krator has technical meanings in some varieties of pagan thought, 
Christianity, and finally gnosticism where it became the title of the 
demiurge. At the base of all these traditions is probably the LXX, 
which often translated YHWH Sebaoth, “the Lord of Hosts” as kosmo¬ 
krator. The late date of the tradition would argue for gnostic or Christ¬ 
ian opposition. But it may also have been occasioned by an exegetical 
problem, without specific reference to heretical or gentile belief. An 
argument against figures helping God in His maintenance of the 
world may be implicit, but any relationship to “two powers in heaven” 
remains unstated. Therefore, this may only be an argument against 
polytheism generally. 

One last occurrence of the term “two powers” uses the heresy 
incidentally but links the heresy to its corrective, the first of the Ten 
Commandments: 


18 J. A. Zar. 3, 42c bottom. 
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PASSAGE 12 
Pesikta Rabbati 20, 4 

Then a troop of angels of destruction, strong and mighty, who are set 
round about the throne of glory, met him. When Moses reached them, they 
sought to bum him with the breath of their mouths. What did the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, do? He spread something of His own splendor about 
Moses, stood him up before His throne, and said: “Moses, make a reply 
to the ministering angels—speak up to them!” (The words: “He causes 
{him) to take hold of the face of His throne and spreadeth His cloud upon 
him {fob. 26:9) ” prove, according to R. Nahum, that the Almighty spread 
about Moses something of the splendor of the presence of God, which is His 
cloud. Moses said to Him: “Master of the world, I fear that they will 
consume me with the breath of their mouths.” God said: “Take hold of the 
throne of My glory and turn them back with thy words.” Thereupon Moses 
made bold and gave a reply to the ministering angels. He said: “You have 
no cause to bum me with the breath of your mouths (in your wish to keep 
the Torah for yourselves.) In the Torah it is written (for the guidance of 
mortals) 7 am the Lord your God. (Ex. 20:2).’ But you, (who live in the 
very presence of the one God)—how could you have many gods? In the 
Torah it is written Thou shalt have no other Gods (Ex. 20:3). [Have 
you divided minds?] Have you ‘two powers’ (such as mortals are likely 
to have) ?...” 19 

This late report in Pesikta Rabbati contains a passing reference to 
“two powers in heaven.” The legend began as a commentary on Ex. 
20:2 and related how Moses went up to heaven in the cloud on Sinai 
to get the Ten Commandments for Israel. This legend recounts a 
heavenly journey, a primary motif of Merkabah mysticism and implies, 
as Philo did, that Moses shared in God’s divinity, though here it is 
solely for his protection. The reference to “two powers” occurs when 
Moses confronts the ministering angels, who, knowing a good thing 
when they see it, want to keep the Torah for themselves. Moses is 
forced to persuade them that the Torah is meant for Israel. He argues 
that the laws are designed only for man because the angels do not 
need them. They do not covet, have neither father nor mother, nor do 
they practice idolatry. He asks the angels whether or not they believe in 
“two powers,” since they selfishly want to keep the first commandment 
for themselves. The first commandment is obviously viewed as a firm 
defense against dualistic or binitarian heresy. It is also clear that these 
traditions must be late since the charge of “two powers” is conventional, 
only used as a folkloric motif and presupposes no live heretical issue 
in the community. 

10 Tr. Braude, p. 408-9 with changes to express the direct reference to “two powers" 
in the Hebrew. 
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Marmorstein mentions two further places, not yet discussed, where 
he feels the heresy of “two powers’’ is implied. In one place I can 
agree that the issue is “two powers,” but the passage itself seems to be 
an interpolation. His second occurrence is less sure. 20 

Marmorstein quotes a version of M. Ps. to Ps. 53:9: 

According to worldly custom, a king of flesh and blood has a duke for 
each domain and they carry on the burden of government with him. 
When the princes are assisting they also share in his grandeur. But 
the Holy One, Blessed be He is not like that. He has neither duke, 
nor governor nor second-in-command, as it is said: “What god is there 
in heaven or on earth who can match your works and mighty deeds?” 
(Dt. 3:24). “I am the Lord who made all things, by myself I stretched 
out the skies, alone I hammered out the floor of the earth.” (Is. 44:24 f.) 
None else shares His burden, as it is said: "I performed it and carried 
it out.” 21 

Since Braude has left the version out of his English edition of M. Ps., 
he must view it as secondary. However at whatever point it entered the 
tradition, it is an argument against “two powers” of the conventional 
sort we have noticed. Marmorstein also listed another place which he 
feels is relevant to the heresy and which should be mentioned, M. 
Ps. 51:8. 

“Only He alone knows, which wonderful deeds He will perform.” 
is the key phrase for Marmorstein, who believes it to be a covert 
argument against gnostics. This is certainly possible, but that does not 
seem to be a necessary conclusion. The passage only argues against 
people who claim to prophesize, without mention of the cosmology 
to which they adhere. Even less evident is the relationship to “two 
powers” heresy. It rather seems to me that the “alone” in scripture 
occasions what is now a conventional remark taken from rabbinic 
“two powers” polemic. 

These last two passages have been mentioned because they were 
linked with the heresy by the last generation of scholars. However, 
most editions of M. Ps. do not even print these few lines. Passages 
of this sort can be discovered in other, less obscure places as well, but 
they will yield no further information for our study. It is best now to 
summarize what has been found in the rabbinic texts and then turn 
to the extra-rabbinic evidence, which solves some of the ambiguities 
we noted in the rabbinic texts. 


20 Both may be found in Marmorstein, RGS, 1, p. 71. 

21 Ps. 53:9. 
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The rabbinic evidence is now before us. Many questions remain; 
but a number of new observations about “two powers” can be made. 
First, we should note that the heresy is almost entirely confined to 
Palestine. Not one historical tradition is set in Babylonia. The defense 
against the heresy is attributed only to Palestinian sages or to Baby¬ 
lonian sages who emigrated to Palestine. This suggests not only a 
Palestinian locale for the heresy, but a date for the battle which would 
precede Judaism’s intensive contact with orthodox Zoroastrianism in 
amoraic Babylonia. 

More importantly, we can differentiate several early stages of the 
rabbinic defense against the heresy. Heretical doctrine was only infre¬ 
quently attacked by direct phenomenological or doctrinal characteriza¬ 
tions—like “those who say there is no power in heaven,” or “those 
who say there are two powers in heaven,” or “many powers in heaven.” 
No doubt the rabbis debated about doctrine, for such doctrinal char¬ 
acterizations provided the technical terms for the various heresies. 
However they recorded their legal-exegetical discussions more carefully. 
The beginning of the long battle can be seen best in two different, 
equally early areas—polemical exegesis and liturgical orthopraxy. 

The earliest differences of opinion for which we have evidence 
were centered on scripture. The rabbis attempted to defeat a growing 
body of sectarian biblical exegesis supporting a binitarian heresy by 
suggesting an orthodox understanding of the crucial scripture. We also 
have evidence of an attempt to exclude various heretical understandings 
of providence from the synagogue by silencing prayers associated with 
them from use in public services. The association between the “two 
powers” heresy and the various liturgical formulae about God’s pro¬ 
vidence is made by the amoraim, but the tannaitic material implies 
that the themes of justice and mercy were united with the themes of 
the appearances of God by the mid-second century. 

The earliest datable manifestations of the heresy are to be found 
in exegetical battles: 
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Dangerous Scriptural Passages 
Tannaitic Evidence 

Chapter 2: Conflicting Appearances of God: 

Exodus 15:3 vs. Ex. 24:10 f. 

Daniel 7:9 f., later Ps. 22:2 
defense: Ex. 20:2 
Dt. 32:39 

Is. 46:4 ) i.e. Is. 44-47 generally 
44:6 • as well as other II 
41:4 ^ Isaiah passages 

Chapter 3: Aher and Metatron 
Daniel 7:9 f. 

Exodus 24:1 f. 

possibly: Ps. 37:25 (LXX 36:25) 

Ps. 104:31 (LXX 103:31, see Hull. 60a) 
Ex. 23:21 

Chapter 4: A Controversy between Isbmael and Akiba\ 

Heaven and Earth as Divine Powers: 

Genesis 1:1 
Genesis 4:1 
Genesis 21:20 

Chapter 5: Midrashic Warnings Against Two Powers 
Deuteronomy 32:39 (?) 
defense: Dt. 32:39 
Nu. 15:30 

Chapter 6: Liturgical Prohibitions in the Mishnah 
Deuteronomy 22:6 (?) 
defense: Deuteronomy 6:4, 22:6 

Chapter 7: Many Powers in Heaven ; 

Adam as a Divine Creature 
Genesis 1:26 Gen. 2:7 etc. 

Genesis 19:24 
Amos 4:13 

Amoraic Evidence 

Chapter 8: How Many Powers Created the World} 

Gen. 1:26 defense 

Gen. 11:7 
Gen. 35:7 
Dt. 4:7 
2 Sam. 7:23 


Gen. 1:27 
Gen. 11:5 
Gen. 35:3 
Dt. 4:7 
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Dan. 7:9 

Gen. 1:1 


Dan, 7:10 

Gen. 1:26 


Gen. 1:27 

Josh 22:22 

Ps. 50:1 (LXX 49:1) 

Josh. 24:19 


Josh 22:22 

Dt. 4:7 

Divine Partners and Angels 


Ps. 77:13 

Ps. 78:24 

Ps. 47:8 

Ps. 108:7 
Gen. 4:23 

Gen. 1:1 

defense : 

Ps. 119:160 

Gen. 1:1 

Jer. 10:10 
Ps. 44:24 

Gen. 2:4 


Dt. 6:4 

Dt. 32:6 


The crucial issues which can be dated early are: (1) a dangerous 
understanding of Dan. 7:9 f.; (2) dangerous contradictions between 
the portrayal of God as heavenly warrior (especially in Ex. 15:3) and 
the figure of an old man on a heavenly throne assumed to be described 
in various theophanies (especially Ex. 24:10 f.); (3) a tradition about 
a principal angel, based on Ex. 20 f., said to be Metatron in the 
amoraic traditions but whose real significance is that he is YHWH or 
the bearer of the divine name (using Ex. 23:21 f.). 

These passages may have little in common in their origin. But 
they all picture God Himself as a man or posit a principal angel, 
with the shape of a man, who aids God in the governance of the 
world. Since the passages share a revelatory vision of the angelic figure 
or picture God sitting on His throne, other major biblical texts, 
describing God's angel or His enthronement could also be relevant. 
The angelophany and theophany passages of Genesis and Exodus might 
be included, as well as Is. 6 and Ex. 1. Besides Ex. 23:21 f. which the 
rabbis discuss at length, it might include Gen. 16:7 f., 21:17 f., 22:11, 
31:11 f., Ex. 3:2 f., Ju. 2:1 f. where references to the angel of YHWH 
and Elohim are confused in the text. 

The earliest isolatable rabbinic opposition to “two powers,” then, 
is not against ethical dualism, but against a principal angel or mediator. 
While it seems possible that the angelic or anthropomorphic creature 
has some relation to the problem of theodicy, the helping angel is in 
no way evil. The portrayal of the second figure does not explain the 
existence of evil so much as the appearance of a sublime divinity to 
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men. Therefore it is apt to call such beliefs “binitarianism” or “ditheism” 
rather than “dualism.” 

The rabbis counter the dangerous angelologies by suggesting dif¬ 
ferent interpretations of the passages under discussion. They maintain 
that the two different descriptions of God can be resolved into one 
just and merciful figure—just as Ex. 15:3 and 24:10 refer to one 
God, once Ex. 20:2 is taken into account. 

Is. 44 f. and Dt. 32 are seen as especially helpful for the rabbinic 
defense in order to show that the Bible explicitly forbids “binitarian¬ 
ism” when it says that only one God rules the world. In the amoraic 
period, an additional, highly conventional response to the heretical 
arguments develops, which dismisses the scriptural passages important 
to the heresy but avoids any detailed description of the heretical beliefs 
by concentrating on grammar. Rabbis Yohanan and Simlai are probably 
the first to teach that wherever a grammatical plural in scripture 
modifies God, the counter-argument of God’s unity can be deduced 
from the singular grammatical forms which are invariably associated 
with that plural. 

By the middle of the second century the doctrine of God’s justice 
and mercy is combined with the name of God traditions. There is 
evidence of several sets of terminology to discuss the relationship 
between God and His attributes, but the received identification of 
names and attributes is apparently already in effect by then. This 
development is coterminous with rabbinic discussions of heretical views 
of God’s justice or mercy. Whenever they developed, the basic traditions 
concerning the angelic figure are older than the time of R. Akiba and 
R. Ishmael because the rabbinic defense against the heresy contradicts 
the rabbinic doctrine of divine mercy and justice which was known 
to both of them. 1 

R. Nathan defends Jewish scripture against the heretical idea that 
God has created in secret. When put together with the issues of God’s 
justice and mercy, this defense may imply complementary binitarianism 
but is more appropriate to the controversy either with Marcion or with 
extreme gnosticism. It is datable to the second century and probably 
served as the impetus to rapid development of rabbinic doctrines of 
mercy and justice. These issues were probably not totally unknown, 
however, before the mid-second century, since we shall see that Philo 
records many traditions concerned with such subjects. 


J See p. 44 f. 
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Other traditions are associated with "two powers” in more obscure 
ways. These include notions about the process of creation or about 
Adam, who, in this context, is seen as a gigantic, mythic creature— 
possibly even an angel or a helper of God in creation. These traditions, 
only hinted at in the rabbinic writings and associated with “many 
powers in heaven” by the tannaim, centered around the creation story in 
Genesis. Though they appear in tannaitic writings, they are greatly 
elaborated upon by the amoraim, who first link them specifically with 
"two powers.” Apparently at some point, a whole variety of different 
exegetical traditions are grouped together under the category of “two 
powers.” From the rabbinic evidence alone, it is not possible to show 
that any one heretical group combined all the different doctrines 
associated with the heresy. Rabbinic literature presents a composite 
picture with many different positions being subsumed as heresy 
throughout the rabbinic period. It is possible to isolate some of the 
early tannaitic evidence but in the amoraic period all is melded. Thus 
even the historicity of the various attributions to amoraic rabbis is a 
moot point. 

To summarize the exegetical front of the battle against "two powers” 
from the texts then, we see that the earliest isolatable layers of tradition 
can be discovered only as an early stratum in the Mekhilta and related 
passages (passages 1 and 2). Similar traditions of great antiquity 
may be safely supposed to lie behind the mystical traditions in the 
Talmud (passages 3 and 4). However, it cannot be assumed that the 
leading tannaim practiced mysticism in the way it is described. In 
the rest of the tannaitic passages, that exegetical sophistication developed 
in the earlier passages is put to use in fighting a variety of enemies. 
In the amoraic period the following passages are recorded as important 
in the heresy: Gen. 1:1, 1:26, 2:7, 11:7, 19:24, 35:7, Dt. 4:7, 2 Sam. 
7:23, Dan. 7:9, Josh. 22:22, Ps. 50:1. Many of these were evident or 
implied in the tannaitic discussions. In most of the late cases the 
heretical issues are left obscure by the rabbis, so we must reconstruct 
them where we can. A number of the heretical arguments, however, 
are not attested in the tannaitic discussions. It is even probable that 
traditions originally having nothing to do with “two powers” were 
brought under the rubric in amoraic times. Clearly then, by the amoraic 
period, “two powers” was a broad enough category to include a number 
of different binitarian sectarians, some of whom could be described as 
radical, cosmic dualists. 


II 
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The mishnaic evidence emphasizes the second thrust of the rabbinic 
offensive against heresy—ostracism from the synagogue. It is likely that 
the “two powers” sects were among the heretical groups excluded from 
the synagogue during earliest times, but it is not easy to characterize 
or date the entire battle. 

The process of ostracism probably received its first impetus from 
Gamaliel—who expanded the curse against enemies of the synagogue 
in the liturgy to include the minim. 2 People who led prayers in the 
synagogue were admonished not to use a number of heretical prayers, 
among which was the “MWDYM... MWDYM” formula. But that 
formula is clearly related to "two powers” only at a later date when 
scholars agree that Christianity was included in the curse in the Amidah 
as well. 3 Since we are sure that Christians were called “two powers” 
heretics by the late tannaim, we have some good reason to suspect that 
believers in “two powers” traditions were also among those cursed 
by the synagogue, even if they were not yet associated with the other 
heretical behaviors ennunciated by the Mishnah. Yet the Mishnah 
does not identify the heretics who say "MWDYM... MWDYM” with 
the term “two powers.” We must conclude that this is an oversight, 
or that the prayer formula was not associated only with the "two 
powers” heresy at first, or that the term “two powers” became con¬ 
ventional only at a later time. The last possibility seems most likely, 
but all of them could be partly true. 

Besides the mishnaic reports about rabbinic supervision of liturgy, 
we know that the later rabbis relied on the first commandment (Ex. 
20:2), once a part of the liturgy, 4 as a defense against dualism. The 
midrash to Deuteronomy points out that the Shema (Dt. 6:4 f.), 
together with its antiphonal answer, were also seen as the pronounce¬ 
ments par excellence against “binitarian” heresy. The rabbinic texts 
only associate "two powers” with the liturgical passages during the 
amoraic period, but the use of the same scriptures in exegetical battles 


2 See Elbogen, p. 36 f. for a discussion of the Birkat Haminim written by Samuel 
the Younger under the direction of Gamaliel. Samuel's text was probably appended 
to an earlier, version against the “arrogant,” and other enemies of the synagogue. 
Joseph Heinemann, Prayer in the Period of the Tannaim and the Amoraim : Its Nature 
and its Patterns |in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: 1966), p. 142 A. 

2 A synagogue curse offensive to Christians is mentioned by several church fathers. 

1 Ber. 1, 3c. See Geza Vermes, “The Decalogue and the Minim,” Post-Bihlical 
Jewish Studies (Leiden: 1975), pp. 169-177 . 
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is demonstrable in the tannaitic period. Furthermore, extra-rabbinic 
sources suggest the antiquity of the tradition. 5 

Other liturgical rulings point out the rabbinic strategy for excluding 
heretics from the synagogues. For instance, the ruling about hearing 
the whole benediction before pronouncing “amen” (Ber. 8 end) pre¬ 
vented any sectarians from gaining a measure of acceptance by inserting 
their prayers into synagogue benedictions and having them ratified 
with an “amen.” The ruling is mentioned specifically with regard to 
Samaritans, but Christians used the suspect formulae in their creeds 
as well. 5 6 Even The Apostles’ Creed would have been completely 
orthodox in its beginning and closing. Only the middle contains material 
heretical from the Jewish perspective. Furthermore, “Samaritan” and 
“sectarian” are often confused in the manuscripts of rabbinic texts. 
From our study of tannaitic times it has become clear that Samaritans, 
Christians and other sectarians were grouped together and condemned 
in rabbinic heresiological writings and in liturgical ordinances because 
there was a phenomenological similarity between them from the rabbinic 
perspective: they all compromised monotheism by positing more than 
one authority in heaven. 7 

The term “two powers” may once have designated a specific group 
and circulated in various individual traditions but it appears to have 
become a stock charactemation of heresy toward the end of the tan¬ 
naitic period and to have lost any specificity it may have originally 
had. In some texts either “two powers” or “two gods” is used to 
describe the dangerous exegeses. The difficult passage at b. Ber. lib 
(which calls the heresy DW BR) appears to be a defective rendering 
of some alternative denomination for “two powers.” Toward the end 


5 The Shema, like much of the Deuteronomist perenesis, contains the proclamation 
of God's unity emphasizing particularly the fear and love of God, which in turn were 
associated with the two aspects of justice and mercy in midrashic literature. The same 
structure of thought is found as early as Philo. There is some evidence that Philo 
was relying on even more ancient tradition in discussing this matter (see p. 178 f.), 
suggesting a very early origin for the relatively late discussion of fear and love that 
we find in our present texts. 

0 See Didache 82 and Elbogen, p. 253- 

7 Even methods of exegesis against dangerous scriptural passages found their way 
into the liturgy. According to Mann’s reconstruction of the triennial cycle of the 
scripture readings which was current in Palestine, the haftarah for the Ten Command¬ 
ments was chosen in order to deal with the same issues that we are discussing. Jacob 
Mann, The Bible as Read and Breached in the Old Synagogue (New York: 1971), 
believed that the Ten Commandments sidrah actually began at Ex. 20:2 in the triennial 
cycle, because the ten commandments actually began there. Mann believed that the 
haftarah for Ex. 20:2 f. must have started with Is. 43:11 and continued through v. 21. 
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of the tannaitic period, and into the amoraic, the term “two powers” 
became more popular, possibly because it defined the heresy doctrinally, 
but did not reveal much information about it. It could be easily con¬ 
trasted with “no power in heaven” on the one hand and “many powers 
in heaven” on the other. By the beginning of the amoraic period 
“two powers” was the clearly understood title for all binitarian or 
dualistic heresies and doubtlessly no longer referred to any one particular 
sect. 

It seems clear, then, that the synagogue and academies in Palestine 
were the locus of the debate and defense against “two powers.” 
Exegesis was the earliest battleground of the conflict. Although the 
answers to the heretics were worked out by the academies, the question 
must have been raised in relation to Bible-reading and by groups 
who were interested in hearing the Jewish Bible expounded. Since 
we know that some “two powers” heretics were among those cursed in 
the synagogue, we can assume the following tentative reconstruction 
of the evidence: Either contemporary with the exegetical problem or 
immediately after it, a successful campaign was mounted to silence 
various sectarians in the synagogue by regulating the content and proce¬ 
dures of prayer. Among those silenced were some evincing “two 
powers” interpretations of scripture. The sectarians may not have called 
themselves “two gods” or “two powers” heretics. Only the offended 
party, from a new position of authority, described these doctrines as 
heresy. When the rabbis insisted that prayers in synagogue meet 
specific standards of monotheism, the incipient heretics and the rabbis 
withdrew from each other by mutual consent but certainly on less 
than peaceful terms. Although they separated, the groups encountered 
each other in debate frequently, showing that the heretics continued 
to proliferate and that they remained in close proximity to the rabbinic 
community. Since the provenance of the debate was largely Palestine, 
when the center of Jewish life moved to Babylonia, the debate slackened. 
The heretics were entirely outside of the synagogue and probably 
were no longer in active conflict with the Jewish community. The late 
occurrences of “two powers” traditions may have been occasioned by 
sporadic encounters with heretics but seem primarily meant for the 
encouragement and edification of believers rather than for defense 
against a threatening heretical group. 

The next step in the investigation should be clear. At the beginning 
of the discussion of this heresy, several candidates for the charge of 
dualism were surveyed. In the next section, I will try to identify the 



SUMMARY OF RABBINIC FINDINGS 


155 


most likely candidates among the groups mentioned in Section I. Those 
using scriptures found dangerous by the rabbis will figure prominently 
in the discussion. Of course, particular note will be taken of Christianity 
and gnosticism which have frequently been implicated by the evidence 
(as well as by the suggestion of previous scholars). 

To be sure, other apocalyptic and mystical groups have been impli¬ 
cated as well. But some tentative observations are possible at the 
outset, based on what we know about Christianity. Since Christian 
documents can be read as representative of one “two powers” group’s 
experience, the reconstruction of the controversy previously outlined 
gains support. The book of Acts stresses that Christian evangelism 
began in the synagogues and expanded as the Jews rejected it. The 
Christian documents do not go into detail about the rabbinic grounds 
for the rejection. I feel the rabbinic evidence examined in this study 
clarifies that issue. It shows us that the rabbis opposed any group which 
emphasi2ed a primary mediator. Christians were probably not uniquely 
condemned for there is nothing uniquely anti-Christian in the polemic. 
But it does not tell the whole story. The tentative reconstruction of 
events will continue to grow in attractiveness as the extra-rabbinic 
evidence unfolds. In due course, I think it will be possible to clarify 
some important historical relationships between Judaism, Christianity 
and gnosticism. The rabbinic polemic, when placed in the context of 
the known and datable extra-rabbinic evidence, suggests a chronology 
for the origin of extreme gnosticism and some of the reasons for its 
development. 

One of the conclusions about gnostic origins is already evident: 
a full-blown gnostic salvation myth is unlikely to have existed in the 
first century. A number of reasons support this judgement. First, in the 
earliest rabbinic records the heretics do not seem to believe in two 
opposing gods, implying that the heretics were not dualistic in the usual 
sense. Second, nothing specifically or uniquely Christian or gnostic 
can be discovered in the heresy at first. Third, a number of groups 
were involved so there need not have been a unified mythology behind 
the heresy. Fourth, rather than a savior descending and rising there 
is much evidence that the angelic figure was to guide mystics and 
saints to the throne or to punish and forgive sins. Some of the gnostic 
versions of the “two powers” heresy, as we shall see, make more sense 
as a later stage of tradition designed to answer the rabbinic defense 
against the earlier binitarianism. 
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The survey of rabbinic traditions about “two powers” has given us 
some clues for discovering the identity of the heretics whose beliefs 
became the target of the charge of “two powers.” The major criterion 
must be the use by sectarian candidates of the same biblical verses 
which the rabbis associate with the heresy. We can now survey the 
dualistic phenomena outlined in the introduction. This time, we can 
concentrate on those extra-rabbinic traditions which support the ideas 
of a second figure in heaven by means of the scriptural passages at the 
center of the rabbinic controversy. Of course, in a work of this size, 
only the broad outlines of the history of the tradition can be suggested. 
Specialists in each of the extra-rabbinic literatures should be able to 
work through the arguments in more detail. 

The first significant extra-rabbinic evidence of “two powers” tradi¬ 
tions is from Philo. He actually uses the term “two Gods” which was 
a synonym for “two powers” in rabbinic thought. 1 2 Yet his opinion 
of the idea, when we look carefully, is not entirely negative: 

Yet there can be no cowering fear for the man who relies on the 
hope of the divine comradship, to whom are addressed the words 
"I am the God who appeared to thee in the place of God.” 
(Gen. 31 : 13). Surely a right noble cause of vaunting it is, for a 
soul that Gods deigns to show himself to and converse with it. And 
do not fail to mark the language used, but carefully inquire whether 
there are two Gods\ for we read “I am the God that appeared to 
thee,” not “in my place” but “in the place of God,” as though it 
were another’s. What then are we to say? He that is truly God is one, 
but those that are improperly so-called are more than one. Accordingly, 
the holy word in the present instance has indicated Him who truly 
is God by means of the articles, saying "I am the God,” while it 
omits the article when mentioning him who is improperly so called, 
saying “who appeared to thee in the place” not “of the God” but 
simply “of God.” 2 


1 See p. 60, 74. 

2 Som. i 227-229 (Loeb, V, 417, tr. Colson and Whitaker). The translation, unless 
otherwise noted will be that of the Loeb edition. — Italics added. 
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Philo discusses the concept of a second deity as an explanation of the 
many anthropomorphisms in the Bible. Strictly speaking, “second God” 
is an improper designation for the divinity described in Genesis 31, 
the God of Beth-El. But Philo takes a tolerant view of such impro¬ 
prieties because the Bible itself uses anthropomorphic language to 
describe God. Immediately after discussing “the second God,” Philo 
brings up the problem of anthropomorphism directly: 

And the sacred word ever entertaining holier and more august con¬ 
ceptions of Him that is, yet at the same time longing to provide 
instruction and teaching for the life of those who lack wisdom, likened 
God to man, not however, to any particular man. For this reason it 
has ascribed to Him face, hands, feet, mouth, voice, wrath and in¬ 
dignation, and over and beyond these, weapons, entrances and exits, 
movements up and down and all ways, and in following this general 
principle in its language it is concerned not with truth, but with the 
profit accruing to its pupils. For some there are altogether dull in 
their natures, incapable of forming any conception whatever of Gocl 
as without a body, people whom it is impossible to instruct otherwise 
than in this way, saying that as a man does so God arrives and departs, 
goes down and comes up, makes use of a voice, is displeased at 
wrongdoings, is inexorable in His anger, and in addition to all this 
has provided Himself with shafts and swords and all other instru¬ 
ments of vengeance against the unrighteous. For it is something to 
be thankful for if they can be taught self-control by the terror held 
over them by these means. Broadly speaking the lines taken through¬ 
out the Law are these two only, one that which keeps truth in view 
and so provides the thought “God is not as man” (Num. 23 : 19) 
the other that which keeps in view the ways of thinking of the duller 
folk, of whom it is said, “The Lord God will chasten thee, as a man 
should chasten his son” (Dt. 8:5). Why then do we wonder any 
longer at His assuming the likeness of angels, seeing that for the 
succour of those that are in need He assumes the likeness of man? 
Accordingly, when He says, “I am the God who was seen of thee 
in the place of God” (Gen. 31 : 13) understand that He occupied 
the place of an angel only so far as appeared, without changing with 
a view to the profit of him who was not yet capable of seeing the 
true God. 3 

An anthropomorphic divinity is thus one of the two basic ways in 
which God can be conceived by man. The other is through pure 
intellectual activity. But both ways are based on an exegesis of scripture 
as far as Philo is concerned. Philo distinguishes the two understandings 
of God on the basis of two scriptural references. The first, summarized 


a Som. i 234-237. (Loeb, V, p. 421-23, tr. Coison and Whitaker.) 
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in Dt. 8:5, involves the description of God in terms appropriate to 
men, so that men may see him and the unsophisticated may learn of 
Him. The second, summarized in Nu. 23:19, is the conception of God 
available to those who have come to perceive Him truly, and is avail¬ 
able only to those who are well enough trained by philosophical 
discipline to receive revelation. Philo takes these two contradictory ideas 
in scripture—figuring G°d as man, and knowing that He is not—as 
summaries both of man’s knowledge of God and of the whole process 
of exegesis. 4 They explain and justify the differences between the 
literal and allegorical methods of reading scripture. Therefore Philo 
finds it inappropriate to speak of God, the ultimate transcendent 
being, in anthropomorphic terms, yet justifies the language of the Bible 
as a valid pedagogical adaptation to the minds of people who have 
not learned otherwise. On the other hand, he will not abandon the 
importance of the text as it stands, sacrificing all literal meaning to 
the allegory. Thus God can actually appear to men as a man or angel. 
Any Jew or gentile would be able to call God’s angels divine, or a 
"second God,” as Philo himself does, while only the most trained 
would be able to see that this title does not compromise monotheism. 5 

The remark about a "second God” was occasioned by the angelic 
theophany which Jacob witnessed. The existence of the second figure 
is necessary exegetically, because the angel which appeared to Jacob 
was both shaped like a man and called a god. Of course, the story is 
important to Philo not only for discussing anthropomorphism, but 
also because Philo is interested in characterizing the type of vision 
vouchsafed to the mystic seeker of God, here symbolized by the patriarch 
Jacob-Israel. Philo takes the story to mean that the mystic can see a 
figure of God which is a “second God,” but that figure does not 
compromise monotheism. 

The identity of the second figure is especially interesting. Philo’s 
exegesis relies on the Septuagint translation of "place of God” for the 
place-name of Beth-El (lit. house of God). For Philo, "place” is an 
important concept which may have three different meanings. 6 The 
first definition corresponds to a physical space filled with a material 


1 See, e.g ., Quod Deus 53 f., 56 f., 6J-62. Leg. All. iii 204-207. See also N. A. 
Dahl, Widerspriiche. 

5 See discussions of Philo’s allegorical method in J. P£pin, Mythe et Allegoric 
(Paris: 1958), p. 238. Sowers, Hermeneutics , p. 2 38. Wolfson, Philo , I, 25, 37, 55-86; 
II, 94-126. 

0 Som. i, 62. 
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form, our normal understanding of the term. The second corresponds 
to the logos , 7 the hypostasized intelligence of God, and the third 
corresponds to God himself. 8 Although he defines the terms philoso¬ 
phically, Philo’s terminology bears striking resemblance to the early 
rabbinic designation MQWM for God. His concept of logos is similar 
to the rabbinic doctrine of God’s Shekhinah , each of which is often 
used to explain the same difficult scriptures. 9 

When “place” refers to something divine revealed to man, as it 
did in the passage above, for Philo, it may mean God’s image, His 
logos. It is, in fact, impossible for man to see God and live (Ex. 
33:20). However, Moses and the elders see the image of God or every¬ 
thing “that is behind me” (Ex. 33:23). These are equivalent to the 
logos which as a second God can also be given the title “Lord.” 
(kyrios = YHWH). io 

This doctrine, which allows that "place” is a divine cfeature called 
Lord, cannot strike us as innocent, especially when we know that 
“Lord” is synonymous with the tetragrammaton and when the structure 
of the argument resembles the heretical argument which R. Ishmael 
b. Yosi countered at Gen. 19:24. We remember that R. Ishmael 
opposed the exegesis of Gen. 19:24 which derived a second power in 
heaven, (who was the agent of God in the destruction of Sodom) n 
from the second appearance of the divine name YHWH. By a similar 
method, Philo derives the idea that the logos is a separate, second 
divine hypostasis from the fact that “God” is repeated in “place of 
God” instead of using the pronoun (i.e., My place) as one would 
normally expect. Because of this, the logos is properly a god and may 
be called by the divine names. Philo is using an argument which R. 
Ishmael found dangerous. Furthermore he has paralleled the structure 
of the argument in the Mekhilta. J 2 

The reasoning by which the name of God and the logos become 


' Op. 20 (C-W I 6, 9, 11), Som. i, 66, i, 117 f., I, 229 (C-W III 219, 6; 23, 4 f. 
cf., 25 3, 24 f.). See Koester, “lopos" in TDNT. 

« Leg. All. i, 44 (C-W I, 72, 5) Fug. 75 (C-W III, 125, 25) Fug. 77 (III, 126, 8) 
Som. i, 64 (C-W III, 218, 24) Leg. All. iii 1 (C-W I, 114, 4) Seth. 63 (C-W II, 
227-32). 

o Wolfson, Philo, I, 200-294. 

in See, e.g., Fug. 164 f., Mut. 8-10. This can be profitably corripared with the 
rabbinic legend in the Mekhilta. 

1L See p. 118 f. 
i 2 See p. 35 f. 
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equated is also familiar to us. In this same passage in On Dreams, 
Philo states: 

Here it gives the title of “God” to His chief Word, not from any 
superstitious nicety in applying names, but with one aim before him, 
to use words to express facts. Thus in another place, when he had 
inquired whether He that is has any proper name, he came to know 
full well that He has no proper name, [the reference is to Ex. 6 :3] 
and that whatever name anyone may use for Him he will use by 
license of language; for it is not the nature of Him that is to be 
spoken of, but simply to be. Testimony to this is afforded also by 
the divine response made to Moses' question whether He has a name, 
even “I am He that is (Ex. 3 : 14).” It is given in order that, since 
there are not in God things which man can comprehend, man may 
recognize His substance. To the souls indeed which are incorporeal 
and are occupied in His worship it is likely that He should reveal 
himself as He is, conversing with them as friend with friends; but 
to souls which are still in a body, giving Himself the likeness of 
angels, not altering His own nature, for He is unchangeable, but con¬ 
veying to those which receive the impression of His presence a 
semblance in a different form, such that they take the image to be 
not a copy, but that original form itself. 13 

It is by virtue of the revelation of the divine name to Moses that 
the logos comes to be equated with the name of God. Of course, Philo 
is again dealing with the same biblical citations and issues which gave 
the rabbis so much trouble in succeeding centuries. Though Philo 
maintains no human characterization is properly applied to God, he 
also says that the logos may be called God, since it is in the form of 
the logos that God has chosen to reveal himself. Philo also seems to 
imply that certain men are actually able to see God directly, if they can 
transcend materiality. Conversely, he knows of men who know only 
the logos, who “take the image to be not a copy, but that original 
form itself.” It takes but a small leap of the imagination, based on 
Philo’s discussion of those “incapable of forming any conception of 
God whatsoever without a body” to suspect that there were others in 
Philo’s day who spoke of a “second god,” but who were not as careful 
as Philo in defining the limits of the term. 

The importance of this kind of argument to the rabbinic texts ought 
to be clear. The parallel remains striking even when the biblical 
context is unfamiliar. Philo can use the same argument and the same 
term “second God” (Greek: deuteros the os, Latin: secundus dens') 


Som. i, 230-33. (T.ocb V, p. 419-21, ix. Colson and Whitaker). 
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whenever the biblical text might imply the existence of a second deity, 
not just when the term “place” is present: 

(Gen. IX : 6) Why does (Scripture) say, as if (speaking) of another 
God, “In the image of God He made man” and not “in His own 
image” ? 

Most excellently and veraciously this oracle was given by God. 
For nothing mortal can be made in the likeness of the Most High 
One and father of the universe but (only) in that of the second 
God, who is His logos. For it was right that the rational part of the 
human soul should be formed as an impression by the divine logos, 
since the pte-logos God is superior to every rational nature. But He 
who is above the logos exists in the best and in a special form—what 
thing that comes into being can rightfully bear His likeness? More¬ 
over, Scripture wishes to show that God most justly avenges the 
virtuous and decent men because they have certain kinship with His 
logos, of which the human mind is a likeness and image. 14 

Here Philo makes no disclaimer about the metaphoric quality of 
the terms he is using. He unabashedly calls the logos a “second God.” 
Thus, in calling attention to various similar scriptural passages, the 
rabbis were not just stylizing theoretical arguments. Real traditions of a 
“second God” were present in Judaism as early as the time of Philo. 
Though the rabbis are opposed to the whole notion, Philo seems only 
to be opposed to the naive forms of the belief. 

Of course, the idea of a “second God” raised the problem of com¬ 
promising monotheism with Philo as well. Philo’s answer to the pro¬ 
blem was, as we saw in On Dreams, entirely unique. He said that when 
one looks carefully at the articles before the nouns in the sentence, 
one sees that “a god” merely refers to the divinity present at that 
moment, while the high God is signified either by the noun “God,” 
without the article, or “the God” with a definite article. 

In other words, Philo allows for the existence of a second, principal, 
divine creature, whom he calls a “second God,” who nevertheless is 
only the visible emanation of the High, ever-existing God. In doing 
this, he has an entirely different emphasis than the rabbis. He is 
dearly following the Greek philosophers. 36 Like them, he is reluctant 


14 Italics added. Quest, in Gen. ii, 62 Philo Supplement I, p. 150, tr. R. Marcus. 
Eusebius ( P.E. VII, 13, 1) credits Philo with the term "second God,” denoting the 
logos. 

15 See Wolfson, Philo , I, ch. 4 to whom I am heavily indebted for the following 
discussion. See also Festugi£re p. 162 and Y.. Peterson, Der Monotheismus als 
j)olitisches Problem (Leipzig: 1935). 
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to conceive of a pure, eternal God who participates directly in the 
affairs of the corruptible world. So he employs a system of mediation 
by which God is able to reach into the transient world, act in it, fill it, 
as well as transcend material existence, without implying a change in 
His essence. In these passages, Philo has suggested that the mediation 
is effected by the logos , who is the sum total of all the forms of the 
intelligible world and equal to the mind of God. 

Philo uses the stoic word logos in place of the Platonic word nous 
to mean the mind of God, in which all the ideas or forms of our world 
are conceived. Possibly in doing so he wishes to emphasize both the 
intradeical and extradeical aspects of this concept. That is to say, as 
the mind of God, logos is equivalent to the intelligible world itself. 
But Philo also wishes to speak of logos as an extradeical hypostasis 
of God. That transition is possible because divine thought is different 
in quality from human thought. For God, thinking is equivalent to 
acting. So the logos, defined as the thinking faculty of God, can easily 
be described also as an incorporeal being, created for the purpose of 
carrying out His thoughts, having existence outside of God as well 
as containing the forms of the whole world. Thus, Philo can use 
his concept of logos both for philosophical argumentation and for 
explaining the anthropomorphisms in the Bible. The logos becomes 
the actual figure of God, who appears “like a man” in order that men 
may know His presence. ],i 

It is clear that Philo uses and approves of the term "second God” 
which the rabbis later would find repugnant, because it allows him to 
maintain the truth both of his philosophy and of his scripture at the 


The vocabulary Philo uses is not unlike some other mystical, philosophical 
systems. Gilles Quispel (Gnostic Studies, 1) points out that the Paternal Intellect of 
the Chaldean Oracles (which is the receptical of the sensible forms and the image of 
the godhead) is called a “second God” (deuteros theos) by Pletho. Quispel’s point is 
that the conception of the second deity in the Chaldaean Oracles (a second century 
document) handles the problem of visible manifestation of godhead in a Platonic 
fashion. At the same time, this presupposes the relationship between mystical theurgy 
and neo-Platonism that E. R. Dodds has suggested. He further maintains that these 
doctrines can be discovered in the gnostics who opposed Amoheus in the third century 
A.D. and even in the work of Basilides earlier. Exploring this suggestion at this 
moment would take us too far afield. But if his analysis is correct, it appears that 
Philo, in some ways, would represent an early example of this supposed mystical- 
philosophical tradition which sanctioned the concept of a “second God” to describe 
some aspect of the godhead. 

The idea of a “second God” also shows up in Christian neo-platonism and in many 
philosophical discussions in the church. See p. 229 for Origen and the modalist 
controversy. 
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same time. However, it is possible that the correspondance between 
Philonic and rabbinic terms is accidental. In order to show that the 
correspondance is significant, as I believe it is, one has to ascertain 
that the rabbis and Philo had specific traditions in common. It would 
be nice to have some statement of direct reliance. Unfortunately, we 
have little. Therefore we must discover a more indirect relationship. 
One way to reveal the reliance is to demonstrate that Philo has a 
continuous, not a merely fortuitous, interest in interpreting the same 
scripture as the rabbis. If his interest in these scriptures is constant 
and his arguments are parallel to the rabbis, there is a great chance 
that he was using traditions current in his environment which were 
also known to the rabbis a century later. 

The best way to begin demonstrating that Philo evinced the scriptural 
traditions both useful and abhorent to the rabbis is to trace Philo’s 
use of the scriptural passages dangerous to the rabbis and to see the 
great similarity in exegesis, technique and methods. In reviewing these 
passages, the rabbinic traditions of “two powers’’ will be constantly 
relevant. In looking at Philo’s exegesis, I think one can see not just 
similar themes but a direct parallel with the rabbis. 

For instance Philo stresses that there is no God besides God the 
Most High and uses Dt. 4:39, as the rabbis do, to deny that any other 
figure can be considered a God. 

But let Melchizedek instead of water offer wine, and give to souls 
strong drink, that they may be seized by a divine intoxication, more 
sober than sobriety itself. For he is a priest, even Reason, having as 
his portion Him that is, and all his thoughts of God are high and 
vast and sublime: for he is the priest of the Most High (Gen. xiv. 
]8), not that there is any other not Most High — for God being 
One “is in heaven above and on earth beneath and there is none 
beside Him” (Deut. 4 : 39) — but to conceive of God not in low 
earthbound ways but in lofty terms, such as transcend all other great¬ 
ness and all else that is free from matter, calls up in us a picture of 
the Most High, l? 

In this particular case, Philo denies that any other being can be 
God’s agent, for there is only one God. It is interesting that Philo 
picks the context of the story of Melchizedek to discuss this issue, 
since elsewhere he allows that the logos can be considered as a “second 
God” and divine mediator. It appears as though Philo is opposed to 


7 Leg. iii, SI. 
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some concepts of mediation, even while he maintains the agency of the 
logos. 18 

In explicating the significance of God’s descent to the Tower of 
Babel, Philo comments on another of the biblical passages against which 
the rabbis warn—namely Ex. 24:10 f., the beginning of the Sinai 
theophany. The verse, so puzzling in rabbinic exegesis, is used by 
Philo to represent the gloating comment of Israel’s enemies: 

Behold ... the eye of the soul, so translucent and pure, so keen of 
vision, the eye which alone is permitted to look upon God, the eye 
whose name is Israel, is imprisoned after all in the gross material 
nets of Egypt and submits to do the bidding of an iron tyranny, to 
work at brick and every earthly substance with labor painful and 
unremitting. 19 

Philo’s understanding of the phrase describing God’s throne in 
Exodus is, first of all, that it is seen by the eye of the soul, whose 
name is Israel. This is difficult to interpret unless one remembers that 
the name “Israel” is allegorized in several ways for Philo. Here he 
may be relying on an etymology in which Israel is taken as SRW’H 3 L 
—“the man who sees God.” Therefore Israel is the name which Jacob 
received only after the theophany at Beth-El, because it is there that 
Jacob saw God. Yet it is also the name of the angel with whom Jacob 
fought, since Israel can be a name for the logos in Philo. 20 Further¬ 
more what holds for the patriarch can be applied to his namesake, 
the people Israel, who are descended from him. So Philo can discuss 
both the people and the divine presence in exile with them, a motif 
similar to the midrashim associated with this verse in rabbinic writings. 

Philo continues, significantly: 

But it is the special mark of those who serve the Existent that theirs 
are not the tasks of cupbearers or bakers or cooks or any other tasks 
of the earth . . . nor do they mould or fashion material forms like 


1H See Fred. L. Horton, Jr., The Melchizedek Tradition'. A Critical Examination of 
the Sonnes to the Fifth Century A.D. and in the Epistle to the Hebrews (Cambridge: 
1976). See also Friedlander, Gnosticismus, p. 30-33. See also Birger Pearson, 
“Friedlander Revisited: Alexandrian Judaism and Gnosticism,” Studia Philonica, 2 
(1973) p. 26. Sometimes, Melchizedek is allegorized as the logos by Philo. See 
below, p. 168. 

in Conf. 92, (Loeb, IV, 61), tr. Colson and Whitaker. The continuation of the 
passage is cited below, p. 168. Also see p. 177 f. 

20 See especially Conf. 146. These traditions would seem to parallel those about 
a divine messenger whose name is Jacob or Israel. See p. 199 f. and J. Smith in 
Religions in Antiquity. 
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the brickmakers, but in their thoughts ascend to the heavenly height, 
setting before them Moses, the nature beloved of God, to lead the 
way. For then they shall behold the place , which, in fact, is the logos, 
where God stands, the never changing, never swerving and also what 
lies under His feet like “the work of a brick of sapphire, like the 
form of the firmament of the heaven” (Ex. 24 : 10) even the world 
of our senses, which he indicates in the mystery. 2] 

The story serves a further purpose in his argument: to demonstrate 
that Moses, the true servant of God, can have a mystical vision of God. 
Philo has used Moses’ vision as a paradigm for the mystical vision 
available to the true believer. According to the LXX translation of 
Ex. 24:10 f. Moses and the elders saw not God, as in Hebrew, but 
only "the place where God stands." LXX has balked at translating a 
phrase which implies that a man can see God. Instead it substituted 
the circumlocution “place where God stands.” As we have seen, Philo’s 
understanding of the word “place” is logos. Therefore, the mystic, 
here Moses, does not see God himself, but the logos, “the place where 
God stands,” who is manifested in the narration at Ex. 24:10 f. as a 
human figure astride the world. 22 

Philo then takes up the theme of the impossibility of conceiving 
of God himself. He cautions us not to take the description of the 
human form literally. “God is not a man” (Nu. 23:19). The form of 
a man is produced in order to illustrate the concept of logos, which 
otherwise might be unfathomable. But this argument is already familiar 
from On Dreams. The theme of the heavenly figure produced at Ex. 24 
here and at On Dreams has to do with the “second God.” Furthermore, 
the whole structure of the argument is strikingly parallel in Philonic 
and rabbinic exegesis. Both traditions posit a contradiction between 
the vision of God in Ex. 24:10 and other statements about God in 
scripture. In the rabbinic case, the contradiction is between Ex. 15:3 
and Ex. 24:10 f., which is solved by the use of Ex. 20:2. In Philo’s 
case, the contradiction is resolved by use of the logos doctrine, followed 
by the use of contrasting passages Nu. 23:19 and Dt. 8:5 instead of 
Ex. 15:3. That Philo never used Ex. 15:3 for the same purpose as the 
rabbis is only an apparent difficulty which can be easily explained by 
the LXX translation. The LXX toned down the striking anthropo- 


21 Conj. 95, (Loeb, IV, p. 61, tr. Colson and Whitaker). 

22 This translation is based on the necessary emendation of delos to de logos, as 
suggested by Colson (Loeb, IV, 60, n. 2). The simple alteration of the garbled 
phrase makes clear the identification of place and logos. Otherwise it comes in too 
abruptly in section 97. 
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morphism of the original Hebrew by rendering it “The Lord, bringing 
wars to nought, the Lord is His name.” In the process it made the 
verse inappropriate for the point that Philo wanted to make, forcing 
him to rely on other striking statements of God’s human form. Philo 
and the rabbis, then, are relying on the same tradition, but they work 
with slightly different verses and have different opinions of the helping 
figure. 23 

The logos can be present in Philo’s exegesis because, both in Gen. 
31:13 and in Ex. 24:10 f., the LXX translated the Hebrew with a 
circumlocution involving the word “place.” The usual understanding 
is that the LXX borrowed language from several biblical citations 
equating place with the divine. For instance, in Ex. 33:21 God tells 
Moses to stand in "a place” near Him to see His glory. In Gen. 28:11 
Abraham comes to “a place” where he meets an angel. Thus, at the 
very least, the entire angelic theophany in Exodus (and maybe those in 
Genesis as well) was seen as a close unit as early as LXX translation 
in the second century B.C.E. 

Philo shared and developed this perspective in striking ways. Philo 
wants the logos, the goal of the mystical vision of God, to serve as a 
simple explanation for all the angelic and human manifestations of 
the divine in the Old Testament. 24 Thus Philo hints that, at the burning 
bush, Moses saw the image of Being, but elsewhere calls it an angel 
as the scripture requires. 25 Whatever is implied about the status of 
the tradition at the time of the LXX translation, this angelic mani¬ 
festation of God is so consistent a character in the biblical drama for 
Philo that he blithely applies the description of the angel Moses saw 
to the angel that appeared to A b rail am. Again the link is made on 
the basis of place. (Gen. 28:11): 

For as long as he falls short of perfection, he has the Divine Word 
as his leader, since there is an oracle which says, “Lo I send my 
messenger before thy face to guard thee in thy way, that he may 
bring you into the land which I have prepared for thee; give heed 


2:1 See Marmorstein, Essttys in Anthropomorphism , p. 8 f. The rabbis use Hosea 
11:9 against anthropomorphism. There is evidence that the rabbis occasionally 
associated the word “man” with God, in e.g., Dan. 8:16, Ez. 1:26, Ecc. 2:21. See 
Gen. R. 27 (T-A, p. 255) Ecc. R. on 2:26, Tanh. Buber i, p. 24. See Marmorstein, 
op. cit., p. 123 and ORDOG, p. 6-1-65. 

For the identification of logos and angel, see Leg. All. iii 177, Conf. 28, Quit 
Her. 205, Som. i, 239, Cher. 3, 35, Mut. 87, Mig. 173, Post. 9b Som. i, 115. 

2 ® Mos. i, 66. 
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to him and hearken to him, disobey him not; for he will by no means 
withdraw from you. For My name is in him.” (Ex. 23 : 20 f.) 2 <> 

The logos, a necessary part of Philo’s ontology, is, as “place,” 
generally and completely equated with the angel mentioned throughout 
Genesis and Exodus. It seems likely that the tradition of a single angelic 
messenger can be traced to the LXX itself but it is well developed by 
Philo. Furthermore, this angel is a creature who carries “the name of 
God”, as scripture says (Ex. 23:21). This is the same scripture which 
the rabbis found so easily misinterpreted. But not only can Philo refer 
to YHWH as the logos, he can also interpret other occurrences of 
YHWH in scripture to indicate the presence of an angel, not God. 
For instance, the Lord (YFIWH) standing on top of Jacob’s ladder 
(Gen. 28:13) is identified as the archangel, the logos. 27 Such ideas 
are facilitated by (and, in fact, probably mean to explain) a certain 
amount of confusion in the biblical narratives as to whether God himself 
or an angel appears. 28 

It should be clear by now that the passages which Philo uses to 
discuss the logos as agent of God are used by the opponents of the 
rabbis to discuss God’s principal angel. These traditions are similar 
to the ones we found later among the merkabah mystics. They discuss 
God’s angel, Metatron, whose name contains the divine name, YHWH, 
(as does Philo’s logos), and who may have been called Yahoel or 
YHWH HQTWN in other traditions. 

Now there is a further aspect of Philo’s exegesis of Ex. 24:10 f. 
and Ex. 23:21 in the LXX that deserves mention. Philo carefully notes 
the presence of the word “stands” in the Greek phrase “place where 
God stands.” The same phrase has been appropriated by the Greek 
translator of the LXX at Ex. 24:10 on the basis of its appearance at 


2G M/g. 174, See also Som . i, 115 based on the scriptural citation where Abraham 
meets a “place." (Gen. 28:11). 

27 Mut. 126, M/g. 168, Som. i, 57, Leg. All. iii, 177, Mut. 87, Quis Her. 205 
and often, in fact, Philo is able to link the two Hebrew words for God, Elohim and 
YHWH, which he knew by their Greek equivalents theos and kyr/os , with the 
iixistent One and His logos respectively. This is certainly not the only meaning which 
he chooses to draw out of the names of God. Other ideas, like linking mercy and 
justice with the divine names, which is parallel to rabbinic thought (see p. 38 f.) 
will also be relevant to us. But such exegesis is always available to him in analyzing 
the Old Testament. 

28 Such confusion is usually explained by modern exegetes as due to differences 
between J and B sources of the Bible. Confusion between the angel of YHWH and 
God himself can be seen in Gen. 16:7 f., 21:17 f22:11, 31:11 f.; Bx. 3:2 f., Ju. 2:1 f. 
as well as Bx. 23:21 f. which the rabbis discuss. 
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Ex. 23:21. Philo takes special notice of it, by stating that “standing” 
or “establishment” is a particularly important part of the tradition about 
Moses’ theophany. Applied to God, “standing” is an indication of 
God’s immutability. Furthermore, this quality is so superabundantly 
present in God that Moses was able to share it and become, in a way, 
divine: 

And Moses too gives his testimony to the unchangeability of the 
deity when he says: “They saw the place where the God of Israel 
stood.” (Ex. 24 : 10) for by the standing or establishment he indicated 
His immutability. But indeed so vast in its excess is the stability of the 
deity that He imparts to chosen natures a share of His steadfastness 
to be their richest possession. For instance, he says of His convenant 
filled with His bounties, the highest law and principle, that is, which 
rules existent things, that this God image shall be firmly planted with 
just souls on its pedestals. 29 

Nor is the idea of a heavenly journey merely touched on in Philo’s 
thinking. Rather, it forms a major theme of Philo and can be seen in 
the quotation above from The Migration of Abraham. 30 Abraham is 
allegorized as “he who follows God (173)Of course, for that journey 
to God, he has God’s principal angel as guide. Elsewhere Abraham 
is said to have drawn near to God, “the Standing One,” by virtue of 
Gen. 18:22 f.: "He was standing before the Lord and he drew near 
and said...” Moses, however, is the clearest example of the man worthy 
of standing with God: “But as for thee, stand thou here by Me.” 
(Dt. 5:31). 31 There can be no doubt that Philo meant to say that 
rare men of uncommon abilities can share in God's immutability by 
being summoned into or guided into His presence by means of the 
logos. The logos , ambiguously, is also the form of God, which can 
be seen by the mystic. 

Therefore, the phrase “place where God stands” is definitely meant 
by Philo to imply a divine nature which not only angels and the logos 
but also men of perspicacity can share, if they journey to God with the 
logos as guide. Within Philo’s works there is evidence that Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob, Israel, and Aaron, Levi and Melchizedek all share some 
prerogatives of God as exemplars of perfection. 32 Although the doc- 


20 Son?, ii, 222-3. (Loeb V, p. 543, tr. Colson and Whitaker). 

See above, p. 170. 

Post. 28-31. For Moses, as divine mediator, see W. A. Meeks, The Prophet King. 
Moses, is, e.£., said to be the eldest born of the logos. Quest, in Ex. ii, 44, Quis her . 
205, cf., Agr. 51, Som. i, 215. 

: * 2 For a detailed exposition of these "exemplars” see the dissertation of Lala 
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trine implies immortalization, it is distinctly unlike incarnation in 
direction. Instead of a god being made flesh, the man is being made 
divine. However, it is in form not unlike the doctrine of apotheosis 
or apathanatismos common to Greek heroes, present in the Greek 
magical papyri, reported about some of the mystery cults and analogous 
to Merkabah mysticism. 

God’s logos and the two ways to read scriptures are brought together 
for Philo at the story of Moses' exaltation in Ex. 24. Questions and 
Answers to Exodus may serve as an example of the intermingling of 
the motifs in Philo’s thought. Philo identifies the angel of Ex. 23:21 
with the logos, as we have seen before, and says he is sent before the 
face of man in order to lead him into philosophy, and hence to the 
presence of God (13). The purpose of the whole theophany is 
mystical ascent: 

What is the meaning of the words, “They appeared to God in the 
place and they ate and drank” (Ex. 24 : 1 lb) ? Having attained to 
the face of the Father, they do not remain in any mortal place at all, 
for all such (places) are profane and polluted, but they send and make 
a migration to a holy and divine place which is called by another 
name, logos. Being in this place through the steward they see the 
master in a lofty and clear manner, envisioning God with the keen- 
sighted eyes of the mind . . . (39) 

or again: 

Ex. 24 : 12a What is the meaning of the words, “Come up to Me to 
the mountain and be there? This signifies that a holy soul is divinized 
by ascending not to the air to the ether or to heaven (which is higher 
than all) but to a region above the heavens, and beyond the world 
where there is no place but God. And He determines the stability of 
the removal by saying “be there (thus demonstrating the placelessness 
and the unchanging habitation of the divine place ...) 

The highest purpose of man is to perceive the face of God or the logos. 
In this way, one sees God in all His power. 33 This is the meaning of 
the Sinai theophany. 

Such relationships suggest a kind of Hellenistic Judaism about which 
we have little knowledge. Philo attests to a series of traditions involving 
the divinity of a principal angelic figure who functions as the helper 
of God. In Philo, these traditions are related to the concept of the 


K. K. Dcy, The Intermediary World and Patterns of Perfection in Philo and Hebrews , 
SBL Dissertation Series 25, p. 65 f. 

Notice the ambiguity over whether a man may see God! 
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logos. But he has also hinted that these doctrines are sometimes held 
by people who are less wise in philosophy and who actually compromise 
monotheism, which is precisely the issue in the rabbinic community. 
Perhaps these more radical traditions were mystical or apocalyptic, 
for we have seen evidence that they involve a journey to God. Further¬ 
more, this voyage confers a supernatural status upon the voyager on 
the pattern of the heavenly ascent of Moses described in Ex. 24. 

The doctrine of the logos is relevant in two further ways to Philo’s 
conception of creation. First, Philo maintains that the logos was God’s 
partner in creation. 34 To this effect, he calls the logos, "The Begin¬ 
ning,” "The Ruler of the Angels,” and significantly, “the Name of 
God.” 35 But because the logos is an emanation of God, Philo can 
also talk about him as God’s offspring, or the first-born son of God. 30 
As such, he is a kind of immortal, heavenly man or the true father of 
men. 37 For this reason, Philo seems to say in places that God actually 
put two men into Eden. 38 We remember, of course, that the rabbis 
opposed ideas that there was more than one Adam, that God had a 
partner in creation 39 or even that angels helped him. 40 They objected 
to the idea that there could be more than one Adam, on the grounds 
that men would begin to boast of their differing lineage, some claiming 
to have descended from a better man. Of course, most sectarian groups 
believed themselves better than the common variety of men. But Philo 
also claims that the virtuous had a better father in that they were 
descended from the higher Adam. 41 This provides us with a good 
example of a predecessor to the unstated argument which the tannaim 
would eventually call heresy, the same argument which was supplied 
by the amoraim. 42 

Another important aspect of the rabbinic tradition in the Mekhilta 
which is parallel to Philo has not yet been discussed. That is the doctrine 
of the mercy and justice of God, based on the interpretation of His 
divine names. In discussing the early tradition of the Mekhilta, 1 


:n Leg. All. iii, 96; Cher. 125, Mig. 6, Spec. Leg. i, 81. 

Conf. 146. 

Agr. 51. Quis Her., Som. i, 215, Conj. 146. 

:i7 Fug. 72, j Dei. 83, Quest, in Gen. i, 4, Conj. 41, Quis Her. 23-1. 

;m Leg. All. i, 31, 53, 55. 

See p. 1 JO f., 117 f. 

10 See p. 137 f. 

n Leg. All. 53. He also uses Cain-Seth typologies to more potent effect in Post. 
35, 38 f., 42, 43, 45, 78. Fug. 64, Det. 32, 68, 103. 

See p. 1 10 f. 
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suggested that this doctrine of God’s “two aspects” or “measures” was 
used by the rabbis to counter a doctrine of “two powers.” A doctrine of 
God’s aspects is present in Philo as well, and it is related to the mystical 
ascent we have noticed in his writings. In exploring Philo’s exegesis 
of the names of God, we will be able to discover more detail about the 
mystical journey which the true seeker of God must follow. 

Philo’s alternative method of understanding God’s names is also 
allegorical; they stand for judgment and mercy. For Plato, ideas have 
a characteristic called power ( dynamts ). Using scripture as a basis, 
Philo assumes the identification of “power” with “idea” and “form.” 
According to Wolfson, the tradition developed in the following way. 43 
In Ex. Moses had asked God to let him see His glory (M.T.: KBWD, 
LXX: Doxa). Now, in Ps. 24:9-10, the King of Glory is identified 
as the Lord of Hosts, which, in turn, was translated by LXX as “Lord 
of Powers” ( Kyrios ton dynameon). 44 Therefore, Philo can assume 
that YHWH is equivalent both to the King of Glory and the Lord of 
Powers. On this basis Philo can understand Moses’ request to see God’s 
glory as a request to see His powers or ideas. Of course Philo develops 
all of his arguments in an exegetical framework, not a systematic one, 
as Wolfson implies. Alternatively Philo can discuss the logos as the 
sum of the forms, which can be manifested by the visible form of an 
angel. Philo, therefore, can risk contradiction by assuming that YHWH 
is Lord of Powers or the logos , depending on the needs of his allegory. 

When discussing God’s powers, Philo maintains they are infinite. 
But, for convenience, Philo allows them to be categorized into two 
different kinds. One category is described by the term “goodness” 
(,agathotes ) and refers to God’s creative power ( dynamts poietike ) or 
merciful power ( dynamts eleos ). 45 But this aspect of God can be 
identified with the Greek word for God, theos , which was the standard 
LXX translation of Elohim. 46 The other power is described by the 
term “authority” ( exousia) or “sovereignty” ( arc he ). It is often 
described as the governing or legislative or regal power—in short, those 
qualities which can be characterized as just. Alternatively, YHWH can 

43 Wolfson, Philo, I, 219. 

44 Other translations of YHWH SB^WT in the LXX are kyrios Sobooth and 
hyrios pantokrator. 

ir > Cher. 9, 27-28, Fug. 18, 95, 100, Wolfson, Philo , 1, 223 f. and n. 

40 Although the formula kyrios = YHWH, theos = Elohim is standard, there 
are many places where the I.XX translates the tetragrammaton as theos. In these 
places, Philo usually follows the Greek text. This may partially explain the dichotomy 
between the rabbinic and Philonic traditions. 



PHILO 


175 


be allegorized as the just, governing power even though that might 
contradict the exegesis elsewhere that the tetragrammaton signifies 
the logos or all the powers. 47 

Now, this summary of divine powers sounds suspicuously like the 
rabbinic doctrine of God’s two attributes of mercy and justice, except 
that Philo’s identification of mercy and justice with the names of God 
is exactly opposite to the standard rabbinic doctrine. YHWH is 
merciful for the rabbis; kyr'ws , judging for Philo. Conversely, Elohim 
is judging for the rabbis; theos , merciful for Philo. However, we have 
also seen that the Mekhilta passage, which does not actually use the 
technical terms developed in rabbinic writing, implies a doctrine of 
mercy and justice identical to the Philonic doctrine and contradictory 
to the standard rabbinic one. Therefore, the Mekhilta tradition must 
predate the standardized rabbinic doctrine. The Mekhilta, in repro¬ 
ducing arguments from heretics or in recording a rabbinic doctrine 
which preceded the official one, has given us an exegesis similar to 
the Philonic system. 

From one point of view, divine powers are abstractions—like the 
logos only convenient ways of discussing vast capabilities of God. 
However, since their characteristics are fixed, Philo often describes 
them as living creatures. For instance, the two angels who guard the 
gates of paradise and the angels who enter Sodom are allegorized as 
the two powers of God. How these powers relate to the logos is ambi¬ 
guous. Since the logos can also signify the sum of all the powers, it 
logically stands above the two powers in the ascent from concrete 
to abstract. Yet sometimes Philo uses kyrios and theos to refer to 
the two powers of God and other times to refer to the logos and 
the highest God, being-in-itself. Basically he uses whatever exegesis 
makes most sense in the allegorical context. He may also have received 
ancient midrashim, dictating the use of one tradition rather than 
another and explaining his similarity with the rabbis. 

Not only are such doctrines reminiscent of the rabbinic doctrine, 
the exegesis of text is parallel. Philo sees Ex. 20:2 as the place where 
both the creative and ruling powers come together: 

So then He is shown to be the Lord of the foolish in that He holds 
over them the errors that are proper to a sovereign. Of those who are 
on the way to betterment he is called in scripture, God, as in the 

17 This only points out Philo’s exegetical approach. Since his emphasis is exegetical, 
it seems likely that he is attesting to scriptural traditions which he shares with the 
rabbis. 
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present passage. “I am God” or “I am thy God, increase and mul¬ 
tiply.” (Gen. 35:11). Of the perfect He is both Lord and God, as 

in the Decalogue, “I am the Lord thy God” (Ex. 20 : 2) and else¬ 
where, “The Lord God of our fathers” (Dt. 4:1) for it is His will 
that the wicked man should be under His sway as his Lord, and 

thus with awe and groaning feel the fear of the Master hanging 

over him; that the man of progress should be benefitted by Him as 
God. And through the one he remains free from lapses, through 
the other he is most surely God’s man. 48 

Philo uses Ex. 20:2 for the same reason that the rabbis did—to show 
the unification of both God’s attributes at the Sinai theophany. 40 This 
similarity is especially striking when one notices that otherwise Philo 
almost never comments on Ex. 20:2, preferring as a basis for his 
exegesis the text of the Ten Commandments which occurs in Deutero¬ 
nomy. 

Several other scriptures seen as dangerous by the rabbis are applied 
to the powers by Philo. Gen. 1:26, for instance, is used by Philo to 
prove that the creative power is divine: 

Akin to these two is the creative power called God because through 
this the Father, who is its begetter and contriver, made the universe; 
so that “I am thy God” is equivalent to “I am thy maker and arti¬ 
ficer.” And the greatest gift we can have is to have Him for our 
architect, who was also the architect of the whole world, for He did 
not form the soul of the bad, since wickedness is at enmity with Him, 
and in framing the soul which is in the intermediate stage He did not 
serve as the sole agent according to the holiest man, Moses, since 
such a soul would surely admit like wax, the different qualities of 
noble and base. And therefore we read “Let us make man after our 
image” (Gen. 1 : 26), so that according as the wax received the bad 
or the noble impress it should appear to be the handiwork of others 
or of Him who is the framer of the noble and the good alone. r >o 

Here Philo flirts with ideas of providence opposed by the tannaim. 
Notice too that Philo does not shrink from the idea that God’s agents 
are called gods themselves, nor from the idea that God had help in 
creation—ideas which the rabbis later opposed. Nor is this the only 


* 8 MuL 23, 24 (Loeb, V, 155, tr. Colson and Whitaker.) 

10 The point of both questions, regardless of the qualities they identify with 
each name of God, is that a mixture of God's qualities (mixi. r), not one quality 
alone, was present at the creation or the giving of the law. Henry Fischel has 
suggested that this concept parallels conventional Hellenistic philosophy. See Par¬ 
menides (on Empedocles’) opposites, Anger (or strife) and love: W. K. C. Guthrie, 
A History of Greek Philosophy II. 

50 Mut. 29-31, (V, 159, tr. Colson and Whitaker). 
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place where Philo uses such arguments. Such interpretations are com¬ 
mon. Elsewhere Philo refers to other texts which were seen by the rabbis 
to be dangerous because they could imply a plurality of deities: Gen. 
11:7 (“Come let us go down to confuse their language”), Gen. 3:22 
(Behold Adam has become as one of us”), and Gen. 1:26 are men¬ 
tioned. 51 Philo maintains that one of God’s two powers descends— 
in one case, to create man; in another, to punish those building the 
tower. He explains that these powers are angels and that their presence 
has so impressed some people (even Moses) that they feel no shame 
in calling them gods. In other words, Philo depends on his concept of 
the powers of justice and mercy to explain scriptural plurals, calling 
them both angels and divine. 52 

Therefore in On the Change of Names , Philo can offer another 
interpretation of what the patriarchs saw when scripture says they saw 
God. (6-7). First, he remarks that they saw the same creative power of 
God which Moses saw on Sinai for the first time, having already been 
privileged to see God’s ruling power. We remember that he has 
previously said that the elders saw the image of God or the logos. 
Of course, the two interpretations are not entirely consistent. Yet here, 
they are not entirely contradictory, for both the logos and the powers 
represent summations of all God’s emanations. Since Moses has already 
known the lesser of God’s powers, seeing the higher power as well can 
be equivalent to seeing the logos, the sum of all the powers. Again we 
note the same exegesis as the Mekhilta records in rabbinic lore a century 
later. This time Philo provides a witness to the doctrine which the 
rabbis defend, instead of the one they condemn. 

At the beginning of On the Change of Names, Philo discusses 
seeing God. First, he cautions against understanding “seeing” literally. 
“Seeing” means “perceiving,” not seeing with the senses. The passage 
where Abram was granted a vision of YHWH (Gen. 17:1-5) before 
his name was changed to Abraham forms the basis of Philo’s discussion, 
but he goes far afield in reflecting upon it. At first, Abram only saw 
God’s sovereign power (15-17). When scripture says that God said 
to him “I am thy God” it signified that a vision of the higher, creative 


51 Conf. 33. 

152 The divine plurals in scriptures are, in fact, consistently understood either as 
logos and God or as the two powers of God. See, e.g., Jervell, p. 58 f., Danielou, 
p. 135 (for Is. 6) Kretschmar, p. 44. For instance, Gen. 11:5: Conf. 134-149. The 
powers are seen to help in creation; Of), i, 72-75 (Gen. 1:26); Fug. 68, 70 (Dt. '1:7); 
Proem. 81-84. For the powers at Sinai, see QE 44. 
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power was given to Abram. Philo again is depending on the distinction 
between the two names of God. The Existent One may appear in either 
of two ways to normal men—as Lord YHWH to the bad, when they 
are punished (hence as the lower-potency), or as “God” to the earnest 
striver. Only to the perfected can he appear as both "God and Lord” 
(18-19). Thus he is spoken of as “Lord” to Pharaoh, whom he punished, 
“God” to Moses (before his ultimate revelation) and “Lord God” to 
Israel, who in this context is the highest, most perfect believer. Jacob 
is renamed Israel signifying that he has seen the complete image of 
God, his logos. Only to the higher man, who can understand the 
allegory, does Got reveal himself as theos , the higher power, to whom 
man must respond with love. To those with lesser powers of intellect, 
who understand only the literal meaning, God reveals himself as a 
fearful, punishing deity, kyrios. They know no better than to perceive 
him as a man. 

A word remains to be said about the nature of the relationship 
between Philo and rabbinic writings. The parallel has been clear enough. 
The question remaining is how the parallel came about. There are 
many possibilities. First it may be that the two writings are merely 
coincidentally parallel, that both Philo and the rabbis are interpreting 
the Bible and have only the text in common. This seems to me to be 
the least likely possibility because the parallels are exceptionally close; 
the parallels remain even when the LXX diverges from the MT Bible 
so the rabbis and Philo do not have a common text. The parallel themes 
are consistent interests of Philo, not merely the result of fortuitous 
exegesis. Philo occasionally seems to be aware of a Bible version 
closer to the Hebrew text than the LXX, implying that he either knew 
a little Hebrew or some exegetical traditions which were based on 
a biblical text closer to the Massoretic text than the received LXX. 53 
Then too, Philo himself seems to recognize that Palestinian Bible 
traditions already exist. He uses the term “unwritten law” which may 
imply a Hebrew meaning of “Oral Law” as well as the Greek meaning. 
He also says at the beginning of his Life of Moses that he is retelling 
the story as he learned it—both from the sacred books, and from the 

The Hebrew texl cannot often be felt underneath Philo's exegesis, but there 
are places where he appears to know of translations far closer to the Hebrew than the 
current LXX. See QG II, 51 on Gen. 8:2-9. Philo's exegesis of Gen. 6:5 in this 
place depends on the appearance of YHWH alone, but the LXX has ho theos 
and kyrios ho theos. In any event, Philo's knowledge of Hebrew is not definitive on the 
question of whether he knew ancient traditions of exegesis which the rabbis also 
knew. 
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elders of the nation, and interweaving the oral teachings with the 
results of his Bible reading. ^ The parallels between the rabbis and 
Philo are so complete in the case under consideration as to make it 
extremely likely that some relationship existed. Furthermore, almost 
no scholar disputes the conclusion that Philo and the rabbis evince 
common traditions. 

The question of the nature of the influence is much more interesting 
and difficult. Philo is aware of Jewish “elders,” which may be a 
reference to the technical sense of the word in Palestine. On the other 
hand, the rabbis never seem to be aware of Philo himself, so any 
channel of transmission is likely to be indirect. Therefore the various 
possibilities seem to be: (1) The traditions come from a common 
source. (2) The traditions have been borrowed from Palestine by Philo 
or other Alexandrian Jews. (3) Some may have been borrowed by 
Palestinian Jews from Hellenistic Judaism through various channels 
of communication. Now these are not mutually exclusive categories, 
for even the common source implies borrowing in one direction or 
another. We are not likely to find conclusive evidence for distinguishing 
between categories with respect to the traditions under consideration. 
But, since the exegeses under consideration are extremely complex 
and remarkably parallel, it seems likely that there was a basic tradition 
common to both Philo and the rabbis which was used in individual 
ways. This suggests that different issues motivated the exegesis in first 
century Alexandria and second century Palestine. Philo was interested 
in showing that the Bible portrayed a God sophisticated enough to make 
sense in a Greek intellectual climate. Anthropomorphism and God’s 
immutability were his main problems. He needed a way to portray God 
as immutable yet available to man in the material world so he stressed 
the traditions of intermediation. The rabbis, on the other hand, were 
interested in uniting Judaism and preventing extreme applications of 
the same traditions which had appealed to Philo. There are many 
explanations for the difference, but it seems to me that it is a mistake 
to stress differences between Hellenistic and Palestinian Judaism too 
strongly in this regard. The rabbis were certainly aware of the issue 
which gripped Hellenistic Jews and showed their sensitivities in most 
respects. Philo shows sensitivities parallel to the rabbis. There is much 
more overlap than is usually assumed. Rather, the differences seem 


51 See Wolfson, Philo , I, 88 f., 190 f., for a more complete discussion of the 
problem. 
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to be explainable partially in terms of the epochal events that took 
place in the Jewish community in the century separating Philo’s 
writings from the first demonstrable rabbinic texts. It is largely to that 
interval that we must soon turn in an attempt to reconstruct the tradi¬ 
tions of God’s appearance in the non-rabbinic communities of the 
first century. 

But Philo’s arguments will give us a good inkling of the kinds of 
traditions which must have been current in the Hellenistic Jewish 
communities of the first century. These traditions set the stage for 
the rabbinic opposition which we can date with surety only to the early 
second century but have suspected to have been earlier still. The rabbis 
too must have known of two different types of traditions about divine 
providence. In the first, a principal angel was seen as God’s primary 
or sole helper and allowed to share in God’s divinity. That a human 
being, as the hero or exemplar of a particular group, could ascend to 
become one with this figure—as Enoch, Moses or Elijah had—seems 
also to have been part of the tradition. In a second tradition, the 
qualities of divine mercy and justice were hypostasized attributes of the 
names of God and described the stages on the journey to God. The 
rabbis opposed the first tradition, with its divine helper and diviniza- 
tion of some earthly heroes. In trying to combat the first they stressed 
the second set of traditions emphatically. Rather than mention the 
divine helper at all, they fought against it with the alternative doctrines 
of God’s mercy and justice. 

The fact that Philo’s doctrine of God’s mercy and justice is linked 
with divine names in just the opposite way to the rabbis is significant. 
The traditional explanation that Philo did not know Hebrew, and 
hence confused the midrashic tradition, does injustice to the careful 
exegesis we know was characteristic of him. Neither is it likely that 
the rabbis would deliberately change a tradition that had come down 
to them. Rather, we must remember that the purpose of both traditions 
was to stress the mixture of justice and mercy in God’s governance 
of the world. Probably the actual identification of divine names was 
not at first important. It became important within the rabbinic tradi¬ 
tion when the rabbis saw that the divine name YHWH was being 
used to define a second divine creature or angel. 

In the second century the sectarians probably continued to use the 
Philonic identification of divine names with attributes. The rabbis, 
however, in opposing dualistic views of intermediation, called all such 
ideas heretical. They wanted to make sure that YHWH, the God of 
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the Jews, was not equated merely with a demiurge. They therefore 
argued that YHWH should be understood as the merciful aspect of 
God’s providence. 

Philo viewed scripture through heavy philosophical lenses. It is 
difficult from his writings alone to characterize the traditions outside 
of philosophical discourse and in their developing heretical setting. 
To describe these traditions adequately we have to survey the inter- 
testimental and particularly the apocalyptic literature. 



CHAPTER TWELVE 


JEWISH SECTARIAN TEXTS 

A. Apocalypticism and Mysticism 

Philo understood the descriptions of the “angel of YHWH” in 
scripture, together with other passages which the rabbis found danger¬ 
ous, as references to the logos or one of the two principal powers of 
God. Based on the Philonic evidence, we should expect traditions 
about mediators and principal angels to appear in other writings 
contemporary with Philo. The expectation can be confirmed. However, 
the variety of conceptions about mediators and principal angels in 
intertestamental documents can only be summarized with difficulty, 
for the characteristics and names of the mediator differ widely in each 
document, suggesting that no single consistent myth underlies the 
whole. 

In such a dense forest we must rely both on logic and on significant 
details gleaned from the rabbinic texts in order to identify those 
figures which are likely candidates for the rabbinic charge. Certainly 
not all the figures related to the scriptures under consideration can 
be automatically included in the heresy. For instance, we have already 
seen that many angels and mediators appear in rabbinic literature where 
they add color to midrashic stories but where they could not be con¬ 
sidered heretical. In order for us to be sure that a mediator was part 
of the heresy of “two powers” we would have to find the kind of 
scriptural traditions characteristic of the heresy in the rabbinic polemic 
and we would have to have both some indication of its independent 
existence from God and its divine perquisites. 

To start with, these general considerations help us remove some 
obvious phenomena from consideration as heresy. Memra, yekara and 
shekhinah are used in the targumim and midrash in reference to the 
dangerous passages to denote the presence of God. But they are never 
clearly defined as independent creatures. 1 It rather appears that rabbinic 

1 See Moore, Judaisjn , I, 414 f., also “Intermediaries in Jewish Theology” HTR , 
I, 15 (1922), 41-61 and Strack-Billerbeck, II, (on John 1), 302-333. The opposite 
perspective may be found in G. H. Box, “The Idea of Intermediation in Jewish 
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concepts of memra, shekhina, yekara avoid the implications of inde¬ 
pendent divinity and possibly are meant to combat them. We also 
know that Philo even saw “the Word” or logos as an angel. But there 
is nothing inherently heretical about such descriptions. It may be 
anachronistic to apply second century rabbinic categories of heresy 
to earlier phenomena. The best we can say is that ideas like this might 
have been seen as heretical in some contexts. More importantly they 
certainly formed the background out of which heresy arose. 

Of course, from the survey of rabbinic documents and Philo, we 
know that the judgment that a particular conception of mediation 
violated the canons of monotheism was also partly a matter of indi¬ 
vidual opinion. Philo could even use the phrase “second God” to 
describe the logos without thinking that he had violated the mono¬ 
theistic basis of his religion. Because of these perspectival factors, 
the scriptural passages which we found characteristic of the rabbinic 
polemic should become especially important in defining the heresy 
in the apocalyptic communities. 

Clearly some of the same issues which Philo discussed were im¬ 
portant in first century Palestine as well. Josephus, like Philo, denies 
that God had any help in creation. 2 After having reviewed the rabbinic 
traditions we know that God’s independence at creation was an issue 
in the heresy. We can now be sure, from Philo and Josephus, that the 
issue itself dates back to the first century. 

Two further considerations must be addressed. We must, first, 
discover traditions which deal with the same verses; and, second, 
we must give attention to the likelihood that heresy was involved. 
This will be an especially subtle question since even Philo, who was 
not adverse to the designation “second God” and who describes the 
logos as God’s agent manifestation in creation, denies that God had 
help from assistants in creating. 

Let us begin by summarizing the previous findings about scriptural 
traditions. The dangerous passages include (1) Dan. 7:9 f. and the 

Theology: A Note on Memra and Shekinah," JQR, 23 (1932-33), 103-119. The 
history of the argument is summed up by A. M. Goldberg, Untersuchungen iiber die 
Vorstellung von der Schekhinah in der jriihen rabbinischen Literatur , 1-12. 

2 See Against Apion, II, 192, where Josephus describes the creation of the natural 
world. He says: “These God created, not with hands, not with toil, not with assistants 
( synergasomenon ) of whom He had no need.” This may profitably be compared 
with Philo, (Op. 72) who uses the same word, synergasomenos , as well as the more 
technical demiourgos in excluding unwanted implications from the plural used by 
God in Gen. 1:26, namely, that God needed any help in creation. The same issue is 
reflected in rabbinic discussions of SWTP. See p, 112, 137, Hi. 


13 
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speculation about the identity of the "son of man,” (2) the Ex. 24 
theophany, possibly together with other passages in the Bible where 
God is pictured in the form of a man (3) the related descriptions of 
the angel of YHWH who carries the divine name 3 (4) scriptural 
verses which describe God as plural (Gen. 1:26). Of course, the study 
of these traditions in apocalyptic literature cannot be exhaustive. 
Hopefully it can be representative of the developments peculiar to 
apocalyptic. 

It is worthwhile to point out that many of these dangerous exegetical 
traditions may never have been entirely separate at any point in their 
development. Biblical scholars have recently noticed the relationship 
between all works describing the divine warrior figure (including both 
Ex. 15 and Dan. 7) and ancient Near Eastern mythology. 4 

Based on this kind of evidence, it seems likely that the human 
appearance of the divine mediator was a most important part of the 
tradition. As Philo has shown us, these ideas can be related to the 
notion of the image and likeness of God and the problem of anthro¬ 
pomorphism in scripture. The scriptural basis for such discussions in 
Philo is not only the theophany passages in the Old Testament but also 
Gen. 1:26 f. which describes the creation of man in the image and 
likeness of God. The motifs of likeness and image, as well as the 
identity of the heavenly man, have been studied by several scholars. 5 
In the LXX eikon is used for SLM (image) and homoiosis is used 
for DMWT (likeness). The latter, strictly speaking, means "likeness” 
only in the sense of similarity, not in the sense of an explicit image. 
However, there are several aspects of its biblical usage which have 


3 This might also include the passages in scripture where YHWH and an angel 
are confused, e.g., Gen. 16:7 f., 21:17 f., 22:11, 31:11 f., Ex. 3:2 f., Ju. 2:1 f., as 
well as Ex. 23:21 f., though the rabbis themselves do not discuss most of these particular 
pericopes. 

4 See F. M. Cross, “The Divine Warrior in Israel’s Early Cult," in Biblical Motifs'. 
Origins and Transformations , ed., Alexander Altman (Cambridge: 1966), pp. 11-30. 
See also Patrick D. Miller, The Divine Warrior in Early Israel (Cambridge: 1973). 

5 See TDNT, eikon (Kittel), homoios and cognates (Schneider). Also J. Jervell, 
Imago Dei (Gottingen: I960) and a critique by M. Smith, “On the Shape of God and 
the Humanity of the Gentiles,” Religion in Antiquity. R. Me. L. Wilson, “The Early 
History of the Exegesis of Gen. 1:26," Studia Patristica , 1 (1957), 420-37. F. W. 
El testes, Eikon im Neuen Testament (Berlin: 1958) Harald Hegermann, Die Vorst el- 
lung vom Schopfungsmittler im hellenistischen Judentum und Urchristentum (Berlin: 
1961); H. M. Schenke, Der Gott “Mensch” in der Gnosis (Gottingen: 1962); H. F. 
Weiss, Untersuchungen zur Kosmologie des hellenistischen und palastinischen fuden- 
tums (Berlin: 1966). See also Jarl Fossum, dissertation, Utrecht, for a very helpful 
summary of the Adam traditions. 
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accounted for a further extension in meaning. For one thing, the 
Greek word homoiosis appears in other places where heavenly creatures 
with human characteristics are described. For instance, it appears in 
Ez. 1:10 with reference to the figure on the heavenly throne who 
has the likeness of man. It also appears in reference to Dan. 10:16 
where it describes the angel Michael who appears like “one who 
belongs to the sons of men.” Thus Gen. 1:26 in Greek can be connected 
with the throne vision in Ezekiel, “the son of man,” and the vision 
of an angel in Daniel by means of the likeness that Adam (before the 
fall) and various angelic creatures shared with God. However, one 
cannot say that these exegetical traditions or the groups which speculated 
on them were invariably heretical. As in the other cases, we have to look 
at the context. Some Adam speculation and considerable discussion of 
Gen. 1:26 and Dan. 7:13 f. occurs in rabbinic writing. As we have 
seen, 0 the rabbis are willing to posit androgeny of the original Adam 
and describe the original Adam as having an immense size, which was 
later reduced on account of his sin. This tradition is probably related 
to the teaching of several Alexandrian church fathers that eikon is 
common to all men, but that homoiosis is something for which man 
was created and after which he should strive. In fact, traditions relating 
to all the words for “likeness” should be carefully investigated for 
relationship to sectarian or heretical practices. These would include 
the terms homoioma, paradeigma, typos, rythmos, doxa , and morphe 
which translate variously SLM, DMWT, TBNYT, and KBWD. 

We know that the logos as well was assumed to be a human figure 
generally in Hellenistic Judaism. In the Wisdom of Solomon 18:15, 
for instance, the logos or Word is a stern warrior who leaps from the 
throne of God on command. Though the description certainly parallels 
the description of the human figure who is a “mighty man of war” in 
Ex. 15, there is no evidence that this is the specific tradition to which 
the rabbis objected. In this case the scriptural pericope under con¬ 
sideration is the account of the death of the first-born of Egypt in Ex. 
12. Occasional clues like this make it probable that traditions of God’s 
primary warrior manifestation are even more widespread than the 
rabbinic evidence would have us believe. 

Another divine creature with human form is Wisdom or Sophia, 
which is hypostasized as early as Proverbs 8 and 9:1 f. and extensively 
developed in the apocrypha (Ben Sira 24, W. Sol. 10) and Pseudepi- 


0 See p. 114. 



186 


THE EXTRA-RABBINIC EVIDENCE AND CONCLUSIONS 


grapha (1 Enoch 42). Within the rabbinic community Wisdom is 
identified with Torah; but wisdom themes sometimes form part of 
heretical discourse. Sophia is a major figure in gnostic myths, for 
instance. Obviously then, it is not the tradition itself which defines 
the heresy but the treatment of the angelic figure or hypostasis as an 
independent deity. We have no evidence that the early heresy involved 
a feminine manifestation of God. 

We know from the rabbinic texts that some of the beliefs which the 
rabbis opposed explicitly involved an angel whose function was to 
guide the believer and who carries, contains, or possesses the divine 
name (Ex. 23:21 f.). Again, not every belief of this sort will be 
heretical. But as a preliminary field for inquiry in the intertestamental 
period, it is reasonable to look among the variety of angelic mediators 
for some evidence of the kind of beliefs which the rabbis called “two 
powers” heresy. The idea of a separate hypostasis of the divinity must 
be functionally equivalent to being an angelic presence. 7 

Because of the complexity of the phenomenon, only the broadest 
outlines can be suggested. Nor will it always be possible to define a 
sectarian belief as heresy. Actually, the entire subject of the principal 
angelic creature demands more systematic investigation than it has 
hitherto received, and that is a task which cannot be satisfactorily 
handled within the confines of this work. 8 In the lack of any previously 

7 It should be noted that the idea of angel is wider than one might ordinarily 
think. "Angel" means messenger, therefore prophets (2 Chron. 36:15-16; Is. 44:26; 
Haggai 1:12-13; cf. Justin Dial 75, including John the Baptist Mt. 11:10; Mk. 1:2; 
Lk. 7:27) or priests (Malachi 2:7) or kings (2 Sam. 14:17, 20; 19:27; Zech. 12:8) 
or even the patriarchs (Prayer of Joseph, see below) or Moses as well as the leaders 
of the people, in their intercessory role, could be referred to as ML 3 K or angelos. 
We shall see that all of these traditions were used to promote celestial functions for 
worthies of the past. In the intertestamental age, immortality (or resurrection) could 
be promised to the righteous in the form of ascent to angelhood. To the righteous is 
promised: "You shall shine as the lights of heaven... and the portal of heaven shall 
be opened to you... You shall have great joy as angels of heaven... You shall become 
companions of the hosts of heaven" (I Enoch 104:2, 4, 6; cf. 39:6-7; Dan. 12:3; 
Mt. 13:43, 22:30). Therefore, almost any righteous person in the past could be called 
an angel. Especially righteous men were singled out as paradigms of angelhood. 
Christianity, as we will see, will appropriate these traditions while denying that the 
Christ is merely an angel. 

8 See, for instance, the study of W. Lueken, Michael (Gottingen: 1898). On the 
subject of angelologies in general see Kittel, “ angelos'' TDNT\ D. S. Russell, 
The Method and Message of Jewish Apocalyptic (Philadelphia: 1964); Moore, 
Judaism , I, 403-413; Michaelis, Zur Engelschristologie im Urchristentum\ M. Werner, 
The Formation of the Christian Dogma (London: 1957); E. Kaesemann, Das wan- 
dernde Gottesvolk im Hebraerbrief (Gottingen: 1959); N. Johansson, Parakletoi 
(I.und: 1940); O. Betz, Der Parable! (Leiden: 1963); Joseph Barbel, Christos Angelos 
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completed, disinterested investigation, the discussion here can only 
be tentative. But it is possible to show that both inside and outside 
of the rabbinic community, the existence of a principal angelic creature 
did not seem to be at issue; rather, it was the identity, title and function 
of the second figure that occupied apocalyptic and mystical Jews’ 
imagination. Among that figure’s characteristics we should be especially 
interested in any that would have impressed the rabbis as compromising 
monotheism. 

A staggering variety of angelic mediators developed during this 
period. As early as the book of Daniel, angels were identified by name, 
implying a certain consistency of characterization. Gabriel and Michael, 
the two named in Daniel (6:21, 8:16, 10:13, 21; 12:1) have the shapes 
of men and continue to be the most popular of angels, but other angels 
are also frequent. Of course, Gabriel and Michael are often seen as but 
two of the several archangels. Yet, whenever a configuration of 
archangels appears, one or another (often Michael or Gabriel, some¬ 
times Uriel) is designated as the principal angel (often called “Angel 
of the Presence”) or regarded as superior to the others. 9 

A number of common functions of angelic mediators may be sum¬ 
marized from various appearances in literature. Israel’s heavenly prota¬ 
gonist and guardian can be spoken of as a principal or archangel. 1,0 
A principal angel often presides over judgment. As an archangel, he 
may be described as a choirmaster 11 or heavenly scribe 12 or the recorder 
of the merits of Israel or even the leader of souls ( psychopompos ) 


(Bonn: 1941); N. A. Dahl, “Christology Notes,” p. 86 f. See especially Gunther, 
St. Paul's Opponents , pp. 172-298; Hengel, The Son of God. 

9 Gregory Dix, “The Seven Archangels and the Seven Spirits," JTS, 28 (1926), 
233-285. In the Old Testament there are ambiguous references to archangels. The 
Hebrew Bible mentions the prince of the army of YHWH in Jos. 5:14, which the 
LXX translates as the archistrategos dunameds kuriou. In Dan. 10:13, 12:1, Michael 
is one of the archons or the great angels. The first mention of seven special angels is 
Ez. 9:22 f. See further in Tob. 12:15, Est. 1:8; Gr. En. 20; Tg. J. Gen. 11:7; Rev. 8:2 
(cf. also 1:4, 20; 3:1, 4:5, 5:6). Six are mentioned in I En. 20, Tg. JI Dt. 34:6, 
and four in I En. 9:1 ff., Sib. 2:215; Pes. R. 46. See Strack-Billerbeck III, 806. The 
term archangel also occurs in the Prayer of Joseph (Origen, Com. on. Joh. II, 25 f.), 
Gr. En. 20:8, 4 Ezra 4:36 and Philo, who uses it to describe the logos, as we have 
seen ( Conf . 146, Quis Her. 205). See also Iamblichos ( Myst ., 2, 3 p. 70, 10 Parthey) 
and the Magic Papyri (Preis, PGM: IV, 1203; VII, 257; XIII, 744, 929, 973). 
See Kittel, “ archangelos ,” TDNT, I, 87. See also H. L. Ginsberg, “Michael and 
Gabriel,” EJ. 

10 See Michael in Dan. 10:13, 21; 12:1; Jub. 35:12; I Enoch 20:5; IQ M 17:7 f. 

n Apoc. Abr. 10, et passim. 

12 I En. 89:61 f., 90:14 f. 
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on visionary ascent, parallel to the ascent at the end of life. 13 Several 
functions of the angels may be served by men, if they are privileged 
to assume an exalted, triumphant or immortal form (like Enoch). 
In apocalyptic writings Enoch, Elijah, and Moses are frequently 
described as men of God, who are transported to heaven. 14 Enoch 
traditions were especially elaborate (cf., already Sir. 44:16, 49:14; 
Wis. 4:10-15; Jub. 4:16-25). In the Enochian cycle Enoch himself is 
transformed into an angelic being. In III Enoch he is identified with 
the angel Metatron. But apocalyptic traditions about the translation 
and enthronement of Levi and Moses also exist, 15 and often involved 
the principal angel as guide. 

It should be noted that the pneuma or spirit of the righteous was 
characteristically thought to take on angelic form upon his death. (See 
Dan. 12:3; Mt. 13:43; 22:30; I Enoch 104:2, 4, 6 cf. 39:6-7). There¬ 
fore principal angels or notables served as role models for the righteous, 
as well as their guides. In this way, we can speak of an equivalent 
function for the principal angels and their patriarchal initiates— 
revealing both wisdom and the mystery of immortality. 16 It is this kind 
of tradition which best explains the astral journeys reported of the 
ancient rabbis in the Merkabah texts. It also explains the frequent use 
of Hebrew angelic names in the magical papyri. 

While God is sometimes viewed as using the yekara, spirit, word, 
memra or logos at creation, early evidence concerning an angel helping 
God at creation is quite complicated. In late texts, the angelic stature 
of the agent of God active at creation is not central. We have already 
noted a number of later Christian traditions in which “the beginning” 
or “wisdom” helped God in creation. 17 However, there are few clear 


43 I En. 71:3; II En. 22; Apoc. Abr. 12 ff.; Life of Adam 25:20, 47; Apoc. Mos. 
37, Testament Abr. throughout. 

14 See p. 172 f. for Philo. Moses is even called an archangel and eldest logos. 
Quis Her. 205; cf., Agr. 51; Som. i, 215. 

15 For Levi, see Test. Levi 2-5, 8. For Moses see Meeks, The Prophet King. 

I" See E. R. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, VIII, pp. 121-218 also Ignazio Mancini, 
Archaeological Discoveries relative to the Judaeo-Christians, tr. G. Bushnell (Jeru¬ 
salem: 1970), Bellarmino Bagatti, L’&glise de la Circoncision, tr. Storme, (Jerusalem: 
1965), p. 113 and compare their archaeological evidence of mystical journey through 
the cosmic ladder or seven heavens on tomb-stones etc. with the literary evidence 
in T. Levi 2:2-7, 3 Baruch 2:2, 3:1, 10:1, 11:1-4, Jubilees 32:20-22, T. Isaac 
(Coptic 67, 70; Arabic 146-47, 148) T. Jacob (Coptic, 83, cf. 82 and Arabic 153), 
I Enoch 40:2-10, 69 f., T. Abr. 10 (., Apoc. Abr. 12 f. and Sefer Raziel, beginning. 
See Gunther, St. Paul's Opponents, pp. 172-298. 

17 See p. 74 f., 83 f., p. 129 f.; See also below, p. 226. See also Gen. R. 1:1. 
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statements that a principal angel was God’s helper in creation. 18 Philo 
might provide some evidence for identification of the angel with a 
divine helper in creation because angels can be allegorized as the 
logos. 19 

Adam traditions are especially important in this regard. We have 
already seen that Philo identifies the heavenly man with the logos , 
which is identified with God’s archangel and principal helper in 
creation. There is an extraordinary amount of Adam speculation in 
apocalyptic and pseudepigraphical writings, often including descrip¬ 
tions of Adam’s heavenly enthronement and glorification. The tradi¬ 
tions can be dated to the first century, if an early dating of enthronement 
of Adam in the Testament of Abraham ch. 11 can be maintained. 
Adam legends are certainly well ramified later in Jewish, Christian, 
gnostic, Mandaean and other documents, and even appear at several 
important junctures in the ascent texts of the magical papyri. 20 As we 
have already seen, the rabbis themselves record legends about Adam 
even though they find some of this speculation dangerous, warning 
specifically against considering Adam God’s partner. 21 

Angelic mediation in the giving of the Law is easy to find. It can be 
seen in Jubilees (Jub. 1:27-3:7) as well as in the New Testament 
(Gal. 3:19, Acts 7:38, 53, Heb. 2:2). We know that such a doctrine 
is explicitly criticized by the rabbis, but without special reference to 
“two powers” heresy. 


18 Some relationship between God’s principal angel and His agent at creation may 
be possible in traditions about the angel Adoil in II Enoch 25:1 f. 

]!) Logos is identified with an angel in Leg. All, iii 177; Conf. 28; Quis Her. 205; 
Som. i, 239; Cher. 3, and often but the identification is not stressed when discussing 
the creation. Rather Philo concentrates on the relationship between the logos, the 
anthropos and hiereus\ Agr. 51; Quis Her. 119, Som. i, 215; Conf. 146, see also 
Fug. 72, Del. 83, QG i, 4, Conf. 41, Quis Her. 230-31. See also QG., 92, Conf. 62, 
63 where all the themes converge. 

20 See E. Peterson, “La liberation d’Adam de Vanagke," RB, 1948 and the revised 
edition, "Die Befreiung Adams aus der Anagke,” in Priikirche, Judentums und Gnosis, 
(Vienna: 1959). Also, see PGM, III, I46f. where the magician announces that he is 
Adam, the original father and calls upon the Gods Iao, Adonai, Michael, Sound, 
Raphael, and Abraxas. In 111.21 If. the prayer to Apollo contains similar angelic 
names while the magician calls Adonai, "Lord of the world." 

21 For a fuller bibliography and documentary citations see Reitzenstein, Poimandres 
(Leipzig: 1904); W. Bousset, Hauptprobleme der Gnosis (reprint Gottingen: 1973); 
A. Altmann, “The Gnostic Background of the Rabbinic Adam Legends,” JQR, 1945; 
G. Quispel, "Der gnostische Anthropos und die jiidische Tradition," Eranos jethrbuch, 
22 (1954); for helpful summaries of the primary source material see J. Fossum, 
dissertation Utrecht and Tardieu, 3 Mythes Guostiques, p. 85-139; see above, notes 
5 and 8 for further bibliography. 
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The relationship of the principal angel to the messiah is more 
problematic. The messiah is essentially an earthly figure. In the Gospel 
of John, the heavenly logos and the earthly messiah are clearly identified 
for the first time. Furthermore, the earliest correlation of Adam with 
the messiah may come from Paul, who presented the Christ as the 
remedy for Adam’s fall. 22 This leads one to suspect that Christianity 
was the first to synthesize the various divine agents at creation by 
identifying all of them with the Christian messiah. 23 

This summary has necessarily cut across many periods. From it we 
learned that certain functions of the archangel were common to many 
groups. To see that the commonality arose by means of exegesis of 
Old Testament texts, and to judge whether any exegesis could be taken 
as heretical, the traditions must be investigated in more detail. First 
we will look at the motifs connecting the manlike angelic figure with 
the name of God. Then we will look at the "son of man” traditions. 
Finally, we can look at the Christian movement within this context. 

In the Hebrew Bible, both descriptions of the angel of YHWH 
and of God himself sitting on His throne show up in revelation and 
ascension texts. Characteristically, the inter-testamental writers interpret 
any human form in a theophany as the appearance of an angel. For 
instance, theophanies in Judges, Exodus, and Genesis underlie the 
description of the angel Raphael’s appearance and ascension in Tobit 
12. Old Testament texts themselves are not directly quoted but rather 
assumed as the basis for identifying the angel. 

In Tobit 12:14, Raphael reveals his identity as the angel of YHWH 
who was sent to Abraham to try him. 

And when thou didst not delay to rise up, and leave thy dinner, but 
didst go and cover the dead, then I was sent unto thee to try thee; 
and at the same time God did send me also to heal Sarah thy 
daughter-inlaw. I am Raphael, one of the seven angels, which stand 
and enter before the glory of the Lord. 

Notice the identfication of Raphael with the angel who stands close 
to the throne and who is able to see the divine form or "glory.” The 
word “glory” is on its way to becoming a technical term for the form 
of God on the throne as it is in Merkabah mysticism. 24 Furthermore, 


22 See Robin Scroggs, The Last Adam (Philadelphia: 1966). 

22 See especially below, p. 201 for a discussion of the "son of man” in the 
Parables of Enoch where the title “messiah” occurs. 

24 See Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkabah Mysticism. 
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in the next chapter, Tobit magnifies God as Father, Lord, and God on 
account of the angel’s appearance. Clearly the anthropomorphisms in 
the Bible are being reinterpreted in a new context of angelophany. 

The entire Enoch cycle, it should be pointed out, is intimately based 
on theophany passages like Ez. 1 and Dan. 7:13, interpreted as 
angelophanies. But the books are composite, making it difficult to date 
some of the traditions to pre-Christian times. This is particularly 
important with regard to the “Parables of Enoch” which record the 
most systematic development of the “son of man” outside Christianity, 
but are not free from the suspicion of being influenced by Christian 
traditions. The “son of man” traditions will be discussed later. For 
now it is important to point out that other traditions based on Dan. 
7:13 can be found in the pre-Christian parts of Enoch. In I Enoch 
14, for instance, Scholem notes an early version of the heavenly 
journey which later becomes central to Merkabah mysticism. The 
description of the first palace with its tesselated marble floor gleaming 
like liquid is the basis for the tradition in b. Hag. 14b where R. 
Akiba warns his compatriots not to say “water, water” on their heavenly 
journey, lest they be injured. I Enoch 14 is also replete with imagery 
taken from the Old Testament theophany scenes. The sight of the 
palace with its tesselation so frightens Enoch that he falls to the ground 
and there beholds a vision: 

And I beheld a vision, And lo! there was a second house greater 
than the former, and the entire portal stood open before me, and 
it was built of flames of fire. And in every respect it so excelled in 
splendor and magnificence and extent that I cannot describe to you 
its splendor and its extent. And its floor was of fire, and above it 
were lightnings and the path of the stars, and its ceiling was also 
flaming fire. And I looked and saw therein a lofty throne: its ap¬ 
pearance was as crystal, and the wheels thereof as the shining sun, 
and there was the vision of cherubim. And from underneath the 
throne came streams of flaming fire so that I could not look thereon. 
And the Great Glory sat thereon, and His raiment shone more brightly 
than the sun and was whiter than any snow. None of the angels could 
enter and could behold His face by reason of the magnificance and 
glory, and no flesh could behold Him. The Flaming fire was round 
about Him, and a great fire stood before Him, and none around 
could draw nigh Him: ten thousand times ten thousand (stood) be¬ 
fore Him, yet He needed no counsellor. And the most holy ones who 
were nigh to Him did not leave by night nor depart from Him. And 
until then I had been prostrate on my face, trembling: and the Lord 
called me with His own mouth, and said to me: “Come hither, Enoch, 
and hear my word.” And one of the holy ones came to me and 
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waked me, and He made me rise up and approach the door: and I 
bowed my face downwards. 25 

The scene is based on Dan. 7:9 together with Exodus 24 and Ez. 1. 
The figure on the throne is the Ancient of Days, not the "son of man.’’ 
But there is extreme interest in describing how the divinity can have 
human shape. The figure is called the “Great Glory,” which, as we 
have already seen, is a technical term for the appearance of God on 
the throne in Merkabah mysticism and has a similar use in Tobit. This 
figure is called "Lord” by Enoch as it was by Tobit. The figure is 
meant to be God manifest since the text states that He needs no 
counselor. 26 In I Enoch it is Enoch himself who serves as intercessor 
for the "Watchers.” In II Enoch 33:10 f. the angel Michael is men¬ 
tioned as archistrategos and intercessor for the handwritings of the 
fathers, Adam, Seth, Enoch, Cainan, etc. Of course, this is another 
reconstruction of the heavenly judgment scene in Dan. Rather than 
"the son of man” Enoch himself in I Enoch and Michael in II Enoch 
are to function as intercessors in front of the throne. As in Philo, 
men of extraordinary righteousness and purity (e.g., Moses, Melchi- 
zedek and Levi) can actually particpate in the divine drama. In the 
"Parables of Enoch,” Enoch is identified as “the son of man.” In any 
event, it is not the angel or mediator figure, but the divine figure 
on the throne in I Enoch, who has the major role, as does the Lord 
of the Sheep in I Enoch 90. 

There are some cases where angelic mediation can be seen in a 
growing dualistic context. Usually, the primary figure is seen as the 
opposition to a demonic figure like Satan, where he pleads the cause 
of Israel as both heavenly advocate and intercessor. 27 

In spite of this early evidence of traditions about a principal angel 
or manlike figure, there is no way to document a heresy involving 
the divine name as a separate angelic hypostasis in first century 
dualistic contexts. Some of the least justifiable actions of YHWH 

25 I Enoch 14:15 f. 

2(i The Greek text and II Enoch 33:4 are quick to mention that this does not 
exclude the logos , who accomplishes all things for Him, because all things of God 
are eternal, “not made with hands." It seems clear that the Greek texts have incor¬ 
porated the same concerns we saw in Philo to explain how God can appear as a man 
yet be beyond man's ken. The Greek texts remain just as sensitive to the problem of 
anthropomorphism but can incorporate logos conceptions to deal with it, probably 
arguing, as Philo did, that the logos is God himself, not merely a counselor. 

27 E.g, Test. Lev.; Test. Dan. 5 f.; I En. 68; 89:76 cf. IQ M. 13:9 f.; Jud. 9; 
Rev. 12:7. See J. G. Gammie, “Spatial and Ethical Dualism in Jewish Wisdom and 
Apocalyptic Literature," JBL, 93 (1974), 356-385. 
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in the Bible had been interpreted as being suggested or accomplished 
by Satan as early as I Chron. 21:1, where Satan proposes the census 
to David rather than YHWH as in the II Samuel account. In Jubilees 
17:16, 48:2 f. and 12 Mastema is reported to have convinced God to 
initiate the testing of Abraham. These traditions may show that the 
tetragrammation was already sometimes interpreted in terms of an 
angel, albeit an evil one. 

Further evidence about the archangel Melchizedek at Qumran is 
exciting but only ambiguously supportive of name of God traditions. 
At Qumran, the principal angel may be called “The Prince of Light” 
(1 QS 3:20; CD 5:18), “the Angel of His Truth” (CD 3:24), which 
is probably the same as “The Spirit of His Truth,” and may be 
identifiable with Melchizedek (11 Q Melch). 28 Melchizedek appears 
in an incomplete text of Cave XI of Qumran, published by A. S. 
van der Woude. 29 In this ostensibly first century Hebrew document, 
Melchizedek appears as an eschatological saviour whose mission is to 
bring back the exiles at the end of days and to announce the expiation 
of their sins and liberation. He is identified with Michael who also 
appears in the scrolls as a celestial being (1QM 17:8). Melchizedek 
is helped by the celestial armies in his struggle against Belial and the 
evil angels. It may even be true that an opposing figure, Melkirasha, 


- 8 A word is in order about the general and pervasive importance of angelology at 
Qumran. The archangels named in the War Scroll are Gabriel, Michael, Sariel and 
Raphael. No other name is given to the Prince of Lights who aided Moses and 
Aaron (CD 5:18). The liturgy of the Sabbath from Cave 4 is especially rich in 
angelic titles and group names, many of which have been derived by detailed exegesis 
of biblical texts. That the angelic liturgy from Cave 4 pertains to worship within the 
community in which the angels were actually asked to participate may be deduced 
from references in other documents: "Praise be to all His holy angels... His holy 
angels are found in your congregation." (11Q ber. 4-5, 14). Because of this no 
ritually impure person was allowed in the congregation. See 1 QH 3:20-23, lQM 
12:1-8, 1QH 6:12-13. Also see Ringgren, The Faith of Qumran, p. 81 f., John 
Strugnell, “The Angelic Liturgy at Qumran — 4Q Serek Sirot olat Hassabath,” 
Suppl. to VT VII, (Leiden: 1959) 318-345 and L. Schiffmann, “Merkabah Speculation 
at Qumran: the 4Q Serekh Shirot c Olat ha-Shabbat” Festschrift for A. Altmann, 
forthcoming. 

- !> A. S. van der Woude, "Melchizedek ais himmlische Erlosergestalt in den neu- 
gefundenen eschatologischen Midrashim aus Qumran Hoehle XI,” OTS, XIV (1965), 
354-73. Y. Yadin has made some improvements in the transcription in “A Note on 
Melchisedek and Qumran,” IE], 15 (1965), 152-54. M. de Jonge and A. S. van der 
Woude have proposed a new transcription in “llQ Melchizedek and the New Testa¬ 
ment," NTS, 12 (1966), 301-326. See also J. A. Fitzmyer, “Further light on Mel¬ 
chizedek from Qumran Cave 11,” JBL, 86 (1967), 25-41 and also M. Delcor, 
"Melchizedek from Genesis to the Qumran Texts and the Epistle to the Hebrews,” 
JS], 2 (1971), 1 15-135. 
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functioned as Melchizedek’s heavenly opponent in place of Satan. 30 
The status of Melchizedek in the heavenly economy is not clear. 
His function is based on an exegesis of Is. 6l:2 (applied to Jesus 
in Luke 4:18) with Ps. 82 and Ps. 7. The Ps. 82 reference is of 
particular interest because it contains several words for God. In llQ 
Melch 10a, van der Woude identifies one of the theophoric names with 
Melchizedek, translating in this way: 

for that is the time of the acceptable year of Melchizedek . .. God’s 
holy ones to the reign of judgment, as it is written concerning him 
the hymns of David who says: “The heavenly one {Elohim) standeth 
in the congregation of God (£/); among the heavenly ones ( Elohim ) 
he judges” (Ps. 82 : 1 ). 3i 

This translation applies the divine name “Elohim” to Melchizedek. 
However, the translation has been challenged by J. Carmignac. 32 
Carmignac finds no reason to support the suggested identification of 
Melchizedek with any celestial being and certainly rejects the identifica¬ 
tion of Melchizedek with Elohim. While this conclusion seems extreme 
in view of Melchizedek’s role elsewhere in the apocalypse and his 
identification with Michael, Carmignac cogently points out that Ps. 82 
may refer to God himself rather than Melchizedek. So we must take 
this identification of Melchizedek with Elohim as ambiguous but 
certainly not impossible. 33 


30 J. T. Milik, “Milki-sedeq et Milki-rasha dans les anciens Merits Juifs et 
Chretiens," JJS, 4 (1972), 95-144 and RB y 79 (1972), 77-97. 

31 This is English rendering of van der Woude's transcription taken from 

M. Delcor, op. ciL , 133. 

32 “Le document de Qumran sur Melchizedek," RQ y 27 (1970), 343-378. 

33 The identification of Melchizedek with Elohim would certainly be anomalous, 

but it is not totally out of the question, when one looks at the subsequent history of 
tradition about this priest-king. In Leg. All, iii, 81 Philo warns against imputing 
plurality to God, while discussing Melchizedek. According to Sokolov's Slavonic 
manuscript of II Enoch, Melchizedek was conceived and born miraculously (iii, 
2,7-21*) and was taken up by Michael to the paradise of Eden, for forty days during 
the flood (iii, 28-29). There he is called “the great high priest, the Word of God, 
and the power to work great and glorious marvels above all that have been" 

(iii, 34). The seal of the priesthood on his breast was “glorious in countenance" 

(iii, 19). After him another Melchizedek was to arise (iv, 6; iii, 37). 

In the modalist controversy within the church, the Asian Theodotus called Mel¬ 
chizedek a great unbegotten power who is mediator and intercessor for angels. (See 
Hippolytus Ref. 7:36, Epi. Haer 55:1, Philaster. Haer. 52, Pseudo-Ter. Adv Omn. 8). 
The teaching that Melchizedek was an angel was also known to Origen and Didymus 
according to Jerome, Epist . ad Evangelium 73:2 (see Gunther, p. 240). Later still, 
a group of Melchizedekian heretics denied “that Melchizedek was a man and not 
Christ himself" (Migne, P.G. 65, 112a). They argued the absurdity of the idea that 
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The Melchizedek documents from Qumran are too fragmentary 
for definite conclusions, but it does not appear that the scriptural texts 
central to the Melchizedek traditions are those against which the rabbis 
explicitly warn. Instead, the Qumranites were primarily concerned with 
the Jubilee year, and have associated it with the eschaton. In 11 Q 
Melch., the return and investiture of Melchizedek initiates the judg¬ 
ment of God. Thus Melchizedek is seen as the duly enthroned agent 
of God who will inaugurate the Jubilee year and the salvation for Zion. 

There are other places in the Qumran documents where concepts 
appear that are otherwise known in later Merkabah speculation. For 
instance, Is. 6:3 seems to be discussed in 4Q Serek 1. 23. However, 
in this place KBWD has been substituted for the Biblical KH 
GBWRWTK. This seems to represent an exegesis of the KBWD 
as the dynamis of God, which is well developed in later hekhalot 
literature. It is important to note that dynamis is a standard Greek 
translation for R5WT, power. Apparently the Qumranites also believed 
that a future revelation would be accompanied by MR :, WT KBWD 
(“a vision of the Glory” [34 3,26]), which probably represents another 
reference to the theophanies of the Old Testament—those of Isaiah, 
Ezekiel or Moses and the elders having been melded into a single 
tradition. 34 

There is also other evidence that mystical and apocalyptic traditions 
of mediation by God’s name existed in the first centuries of the 
common era. It would be appropriate to trace some of that material now, 
since the surviving fragments are located in Christian, gnostic and 


Melchizedek was likened ( aphomoiominos) to Christ. Instead they asserted that 
Melchizedek is God by nature ( pbusei theos) (Gunther, p. 241; 1128D; cf. 1136 
A, B). Unless he were God, how could be be without father and mother? Melchizedek 
would no longer be Son but Father. But he is not identical with God, rather he is the 
divine logos ( theos logos). 

Of course, these traditions ascribing divinity to Melchizedek have not only been 
affected by Christian thought, they have grown out of it. The logos category and the 
attention to divine perquisites is a result of the modalist and monarchian controversy 
within the church (see p. 229 f.). But the original angelic category is authentic to the 
first century and ostensibly free from Christian influence. That Melchizedek was 
actually called God by anyone in the first century remains a possibility. See the recent 
book by Fred Horton, Jr. The Melchizedek Tradition — A Critical Examination of 
the Sources to the Fifth Century A.D. and in the Epistle to the Hebrews (Cambridge: 
1976). Unfortunately, the book was not available to me until after mine was in press. 

34 See L. Schiffman, “Merkabah Speculation at Qumran: The 4Q Serekh Shirot 
Olat Ha-shabatJ’ forthcoming Festschrift for A. Altmann. For a discussion of the 
dynamis and GBWRH see Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism , 67 f. and Lieberman in 
Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism , 118-126. Scholem suggests that Gen. Apoc. 2:4 MRH 
RBWT D , “great Lord” is also a representation of the GBWRH. 
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Merkabah literature, which prevents us from dealing with them in a 
unified fashion elsewhere. 

No one can convincingly date the traditions in the Merkabah docu¬ 
ments to the first-century rabbinic community. 35 But there is some 
independent evidence that the ideas in which we are interested were 
well developed within apocalypticism as early as the first century. 
This is amply illustrated by the Apocalypse of Abraham 36 which is 
usually dated to the late first century after the destruction of the 
temple, or early second century. In this work, Yahoel is given a major 
role. Yahoel himself says in his revelation to Abraham: 

I am called Yahoel by Him who moveth that which existed in me 
on the seventh expanse upon the firmament, a power in virtue of 
the ineffable Name that is dwelling in me. 37 

Obviously this, like the YHWH the lesser traditions we have seen, 
is a reference to the angel of Ex. 23:21. It is evident that the figure is 
a personification of the name itself. From the text it is quite clear that 
Yahoel is God’s vice-regent, second only to God himself, and is the 
supreme figure in Jewish angelology. 38 

The Apocalypse of Abraham is contemporary or earlier than the 
first mention of “two powers” heresy in rabbinic literature, but was 
probably itself not the target, since it is not clearly heretical and the 
rabbis’ earliest reports mention gentiles as the targets. This kind of 
evidence indicates that the ideas about an angel carrying God’s name 
enjoyed a fairly wide distribution, only some of which was in heretical 
circles. 

In the “Parables of Enoch” there is a long excursus on the value 
of the hidden, divine name, by which the world was created and 
which the “son of man” learns. 39 

The work is dated variously to pre-Christian times, to the first, 


: * 5 See above, p. 60. 

30 G. H. Box, Apocalypse of Abraham (SPCK: 1919). 

■‘* 7 Apoc. Abr. 10. 

See G. H. Box, p. xxv. See also The Testament of Abraham , where he is called 
arc hi strut egos, and the Test, of Job. In the Testament of Abraham ch. 11 Adam is 
enthroned. See p. 109 f. 

l Enoch 69:14 f. R. H. Charles, The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the 
Old Testament in English , v. 2, pp. 234-235. For more discussion of the passage, 
see Gilles Quispel, The Jung Codex and its Significance in Gnostic Studies (Leiden: 
1974), p. 20 f. and also Gershom Scholem, “Die Vorstellung vom Golem,*' Eranos 
Jahrbuch , 22 (1954), p .246 f. 
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second and later centuries. What is most important is that there is 
an explicit reference to the use of God’s hidden name as a weapon 
in an imprecation against demons or fallen angels, as well as in the 
creation of the world. Because of this name, all aspects of creation 
do homage to God, yet it becomes the possession of the "son of man.” 
These traditions seem to refer to the tetragrammaton, whose pronoun- 
ciation was probably already guarded. 

Similar traditions based on the tetragrammaton are found in the 
magical papyri and in esoteric circles in Judaism. Of course, these 
traditions are datable with any surety only to the third century. In 
Hekhaloth Rabbati 9, for instance, we can see the same idea of the 
use of God’s name in the creation of heaven and earth: “Great is the 
Name through which heaven and earth have been created.” Similarly, 
III Enoch is familiar with the same idea: 

He wrote with His finger with a flaming style upon the crown of 
my head the letters by which were created heaven and earth. 40 

Come and behold the letters by which the heaven and the earth 
were created. 41 

In the Sefer Yetzira, written between the third and sixth centuries, 
the whole creation is described as proceeding from the name of God. 
In the Sefer ha-Qoma 42 the ineffable name is expressly identified 
with Metatron Yahoel. 43 

In III Enoch, Yahoel is also named YHWH the lessor (7, 12:5, 48). 
YHWH the lessor is also found in the gnostic Pistis Sophia (ch. 7). 
Thus, it seems very likely that, by the beginning of the second century 
and back into the first century as well, there existed apocalyptic 
speculations about the name of God as a mediator of creation which 
probably was very early connected with the idea that this mediation 
could also be portrayed by a principal angel. 

Starting in the second century we see other evidence of speculation 
about the name of God, used in the gnosticism, described by the church 
fathers. Irenaeus, for instance, mentions that the Ophites used the 
Hebrew divine names for the various archons, or angels of the 
demiurge. 44 This may very well be one kind of belief which the rabbis 

4 ° III Enoch 13:1. 

44 III Enoch U:l. 

42 Inyttne Merkctbah y Bodl. MS Oppenheimer 467, 6lb. 

43 Cf., Odeberg, III Enoch , p. 33. 

44 Iren. I, 30:5, 11, cf. IF, 35:2-3. See Marmorstein, ZNW y 25 (1926), 257. 
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called “many powers in heaven.” In one interesting place, the Valen- 
tinians mention that Iao has saved himself in Christ: “I redeem my 
soul from this age, and from all things connected with it in the name 
of Iao, who redeemed his own soul into redemption in Christ who 
liveth.” 45 

In Origen’s Contra Celsum , a corrolary report about the Ophites 
contains the interesting information that, on the mystic journey through 
the spheres, a prayer is addressed to two different partially contrasting 
Iao’s: "And thou, Archon of the hidden mysteries of Son and Father, 
who shinest by night, thou Iao, second and first, lord of death.” 46 

Simon Magus also is reported to have used some of the same 
language which is frequent in these reports, calling himself “a power,” 
even identifying himself with a god through use of traditions of 
"standing” and Ex. 24:10 f. which we noted in Philo. 47 

Samaritans, as well as Christians, may have preserved such ascension 
traditions. Although the evidence is scanty and speculative, the possible 
link between “two powers” and Samaritanism in rabbinic literature 48 
makes it necessary for us to mention them. The Samaritans, living in 
the North and rejecting the political control of Judea, did not await 
the coming of the Davidic Messiah, but the return of Moses or the 
coming of the “prophet like Moses” described in Dt. 18:15 f. In their 
glorification of Moses they resembled Philo. 49 In Samaritan scripture 
a version of this prophecy is even inserted after the Ten Command¬ 
ments. The fact that the Samaritans are said to deny resurrection does 
not mean that they necessarily believed the soul to perish after death. 
Rather they may have believed in angelic or pneumatic bodies which 
survived to return to heaven. Some New Testament scholars speculate 


The new material from Nag. Hammadi, especially from tractate 2, is confirming a 
distinct relationship with Ophism. See below, p. 249. 

45 Iren. I, 21:3. See G. Quispel, ‘‘Mandaers en Valentinianen,” Nederlands Tbeo- 
logisch Tijdschrijt, viii: 3 (1954), 144-8. 

46 Orig. Comm Celsum 6:31. Chadwick, p. 347. Peterson (Eis Theos, p. 307) 
links the phrase "first and second” with the idea that Iao was identified with light 
and speculates that the “second” might refer to the light which illuminates Hades at 
night, as well as the light of the sun during the day (Vergil, Aen. VI, 641). 

47 See Acts 8:10; Justin Apology I 26, 3; Hippolytus Refutatio , VI, 9, 3-18, 7. 
The authenticity of this tradition is called into question by Roland Bergmeier, “Zur 
Friihdatierung samaritanischer Theologumena,” JSJ, V (1974), 121-53, especially 
146 f., but the use of the tradition can be demonstrated in heretical Christianity in 
any event. Its historicity is not the main concern. 

1R See p. 95 f. 

49 See Meeks, The Prophet King , pp. 216-257. 
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that early Christian enthronement traditions came from Samaritan 
circles. These enthronement traditions could certainly involve Ex. 24 
or Dt. 5 as a central ascension text. It would not involve Dan. 7 which 
was not part of the Samaritan canon. A further link between Samari- 
tanism and the Gospel of John is often theorized. 50 It should also 
be noted that the New Testament credits the Samaritan, Simon Magus, 
with a good deal of misinterpretation of Christianity, and later he 
becomes the first gnostic in the church fathers’ account. 

A most interesting example of heterodox Judaism has been pre¬ 
served in the “Prayer of Joseph,” which is contained in Origen’s 
commentary on John 2:31. 51 Though only a short fragment of the 
total work is recorded, almost all of the themes which we have been 
tracing since Philo are present in it. It is based on the theophany 
texts of Genesis which deal with Jacob’s exploits and possibly is part 
of the testimony genre of literature which has been preserved in the 
name of other patriarchs. It is short enough to quote in full. 

If one accepts from the apocrypha presently in use among the 
Hebrews the one entitled “The Prayer of Joseph/’ he will derive from 
it exactly this teaching . . . (namely) that those who have something 
distinctive from the beginning when compared to men, being much 
better than other beings, have descended from the angelic to human 
nature. Jacob, at any rate, says: “I, Jacob, who am speaking to you, 
am also Israel, an angel of God and a ruling spirit. Abraham and 
Isaac were created before any work. But I, Jacob, whom men call 
Jacob but whose name is Israel, am he who God called Israel, i.e. 
a man seeing God, because I am the firstborn of every living thing 
to whom God gives life.” And he continues: 

“And when I was coming up from Syrian Mesopotamia, Uriel, 
the angel of God came out and said that I had descended to earth 
and I had tabernacled among men and that I had been called by the 
name of Jacob. He envied me and fought with me and wrestled with 
me saying that his name and the name of Him that is before every 
angel was to be above mine. I told him his name and what rank be 
held among the sons of God: 'Are you not Uriel, the eighth after 
me and I, Israel, the archangel of the power of the Lord and the 

50 Charles Scobie, “The Origins and Development of Samaritan Christianity/’ 
p. 309 f. for survey of works. Also Bowman, “Early Samaritan Eschatology,” JJS } 
(1955), 63-72. G. W. Buchanan, “The Samaritan Origin of the Gospel of John,” 
Religions in Antiquity , (E. R. Goodenough Festschrift), 149-175. James D. Purvis, 
“The Fourth Gospel and the Samaritans,” SBL section on Jahn, Annual Meeting, 
Washington, D.C., October, 1974 and response by Wayne Meeks. Odeberg speculated 
that the whole fourth Chapter of John was intended primarily for Samaritan circles, 
Fourth Gospel , p. 185 f. 

Jonathan Z. Smith, “The Prayer of Joseph,” in Religions in Antiquity. 
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chief captain among the sons of God? Am I not Israel, the first 
minister before the face of God?’ And I called upon my God by 
the inextinguishable name.. . But we have made a lengthy digression 
in considering the matter of Jacob and using as evidence a writing 
not lightly to be despised to render more credible the belief con¬ 
cerning John the Baptist which maintains that he . . . being an angel, 
took a body in order to bear witness to the light. 52 

Here it is an archangel of the power of the people of God who is 
called Israel and is also identified with the patriarch Jacob. He was 
created before all the works of creation and claims ascendancy over 
Uriel on the basis of his victory in personal combat by which he 
ostensibly possesses the divine name. To sum up the issues, as reported 
by J. Z. Smith, the fragment is dominated by three themes: (1) the 
lofty role of Israel (called Jacob, an angel of God, a ruling spirit, 
a man who sees God, the first-born of all life, the archangel of the 
power of the Lord, the heavenly chief captain, the high-priest before 
the face of God); (2) the conflict between Jacob and Uriel, each 
claiming ascendancy over each other; and (3) the myth relating to the 
descent of the angel to a flesh-like existence. Although this material 
is contained in a Christian source, no doubt its origin was Jewish 
sectarianism. Nor is it the only evidence that traditions about angelic 
keepers of the name were common in Jewish-Christianity. Cardinal 
Danielou cites considerable evidence that traditions associating Michael 
and Gabriel with the name of God were recorded in Christian writings, 
often with the titles transferred to Christ. 53 

In this quick tour of apocalyptic and mystical literature we have 
established certain things. First, it seems obvious that traditions similar 
to the ones which the rabbis dismissed as “two powers’’ heresy in the 
second century can be seen in sectarian literature of the first century. 
However, just when and where the traditions become heretical is a 
vexing question. It is certainly true that many of the traditions about 
the angel of YHWH would not have been taken as heretical by the 
rabbis. For instance, there is no convincing evidence that Merkabah 
mystics were ever called heretical, although the rabbis warned against 
exegesis of Ezekiel as early as the compilation of the Mishnah. While 
the evidence abounds for the existence of dangerous scriptural tradi- 


52 J. Z. Smith, "The Prayer of Joseph,” ibid., p. 256 f. See also Martin Hengel, 
The Son of God, p. 48. 

88 DaniMou, The Theology of Jewish Christianity, pp. 119-131. See also E. R. 
Goodenough, “The Pseudo-Justinian Outtio ad Graecos," IITR, 18 (1925), 185-200. 
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tions there is not much evidence that angelic or hypostatic creatures 
were considered independent enough to provide definite targets for 
the “two powers” polemic. Of course, our knowledge of first century 
Judaism is quite limited. In the extreme gnostic systems, where the 
power with the Hebrew name opposed a higher power, the heresy is 
clear. But we have no solid evidence that such systems existed in 
apocalyptic literature before the early second century. Then too, to a 
certain extent the application of the term “heresy” is anachronistic 
because the earliest witness to the rabbinic charge is the second century, 
and we cannot be sure that the rabbis were firmly in control of Judaism 
until the second century. So we cannot be sure that any of the systems 
would have been called heresy in the first century or even if there was 
a central power interested to define it. But we cannot altogether 
dismiss the possibility that some apocalyptic groups posited an indepen¬ 
dent power as early as the first century or that other groups, among 
them the predecessors of the rabbis, would have called them heretics. 

Once this general structure of traditions is clear we can hesitantly 
approach the thorny problem of the “son of man.” We must certainly 
deal with the “son of man” traditions while we are discussing human 
manifestations in heaven in “apocalyptic Judaism.” While most scholars 
agree that the “son of man” is not yet a specific title in Dan., there is 
little agreement about the character of the figure. Recently J. J. Collins 
has suggested anew that the "son of man” in Dan. means only a 
“manlike figure” who appears in the vision and is logically to be 
identified with Gabriel, the “manlike” angel (8:15; 9:21) or even 
Michael, the angel like God but with a human form, who appears 
in the next vision. 54 This would be in keeping with the archangels’ 
role in the Enoch-Metatron literature. So it is growing more plausible 
that a whole constellation of traditions existed which speculated about 
the identity and character of the heavenly human figure. In its original 
mythological context before it appeared in Daniel it may have been a 
reflection of another Near Eastern god, as the holy war and divine 
warrior traditions have shown, 65 but this figure not a consistent 
personage in Jewish tradition. 

Evidence for heterodox speculation about Daniel 7:9 f. in Jewish 


64 See Fossum, p. 92, J. J. Collins, “The Son of Man and the Saints of the Most 
High in the Book of Daniel," JBL, 93 (197-1), 50-66 and H. L. Ginsberg, “Michael 
and Gabriel,” £/. Fossum argues persuasively for Gabriel because in 10:13 the angel 
speaks about Michael. 

55 See Altman, Cross and Miller, as cited on p. 184, n. 4. 



202 


THE EXTRA-RABBINIC EVIDENCE AND CONCLUSIONS 


thought may be recorded in some of the versions of the LXX. The 
original LXX translation of Daniel was very free and should appro¬ 
priately be considered a commentary rather than a translation of Daniel. 
Because of this, it was eventually replaced in the Greek Bible by 
Theodotion’s more literal translation. The LXX apparently translated 
“the son of man” vision in such a way as to make one suspicious that 
very early “two powers” traditions were being challenged. One version 
says that the “son of man” approached as the Ancient of Days, instead 
of until the Ancient of Days, coalescing the two divine figures by 
changing heos to hos. 56 Such a change can be explained as a scribal 
error, but since the text is well-attested, it may also have been a 
purposeful change to defend against heretics. 

In the Parables of Enoch, which may bear Christian influence, the 
emphasis turned to the manlike figure, or the “son of man.” Most of 
the portrayals of judgment in the Parables of Enoch (I Enoch 37-71)— 
as in all the Enoch literature—involve a detailed exegesis of the Daniel 
7:13 passage. However the “son of man” in the Parables is a salvific 
figure of some prominence, having many divine perquisites. But 
whether “son of man” is actually the title of this savior or merely a 
Semitic idiom describing “a manlike figure” has remained a scholarly 
puzzle. 57 Adapted from the Daniel pericope, the story of the “son of 
man” seems to involve the following scenario: (1) the wicked oppress 
the righteous (which is given as the reason for punishment); (2) the 
“son of man” enters God’s throneroom and is enthroned (alternatively 
he is already enthroned before the scene opens); (3) whereupon the 
“son of man” passes judgment on God’s behalf; (4) the wicked are 
justly punished by one of the two figures, usually the “son of man,” 
and (5) scenes of triumph follow. 58 Of course, this is only the 
general scenario; the events are not always narrated in that order, 
nor are all the parts always expressed. 59 Whereas in other apocalyptic 
judgment scenes outside of the Parables, God is perfectly capable of 


00 See Montgomery, Daniel, ICC, p. 316. Recent publications appearing after 
this manuscript was in press, suggest that Enoch speculation may be quite old, older 
than Daniel, and form the basis of the Daniel speculation. See below, n. 65 for the 
evidence. 

67 Carsten Colpe, "huios lou anthropou," TDNT. 

08 This is adopted from the scheme of Lars Hartman, Prophecy Interpreted: 
The Formation of Some Jewish Apocalyptic Texts and of the Eschatological Discourse 
in Mark 13 (Uppsala: 1966). 

r>o gee e.g., outside of the Parables in I Enoch 47:1-48 where parts of the pattern 
have been shuffled and some are missing. 
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carrying out the whole plan himself, 60 in the Parables the "son of man” 
is usually the instrument of God’s justice. This fact only points out 
the importance of the character of the "son of man” in the Parables. 
But nowhere is it certain that the “son of man” is a title. We may 
only have a series of traditions concerning Dan. 7:13. 

In I En. 48:2 f. there is further description of this divine figure. 
He is casually named messiah and he (or only his name and office) 
are described as premundane, having been foreordained before the 
Lord of Spirits created the stars. Never before in this material has the 
figure been identified as the messiah, which leads many scholars to 
assume Christian influence (whether friendly or polemical), or author¬ 
ship. In I En. 70 and 71 Enoch and his name are elevated to become 
the “son of man.” He tours heaven, which contains the new paradise 
(I En. 70:4) (the pardes ?) and is guided before the throne of the 
Ancient of Days by Michael; whereupon Enoch himself is proclaimed 
the “son of man.” 61 At the last judgment the “son of man” will be 
brought before God and His name before the Ancient of Days. Because 
of this parallelism between the name and function of the figure of 
the “son of man,” we are probably warranted in saying that from one 
perspective the “son of man” is a pre-existent being—but not in every 
respect, because the point of the story is to tell the mystical events 
by which Enoch learns of his future role. It seems clear that the figure 
has been human and becomes both divine and messianic, although his 
heavenly enthronement aspects are far better described than his earthly 
tasks. There is no evidence that a separate human messiah is to bring 
national redemption while this cosmic figure will bring cosmic justice. 

The roots of the images in these verses should not concern us. 
Whether they are closest to ancient Canaanite, Babylonian, or Persian 
mythology is not specifically relevant. 62 Since the Prophets and the 
book of Daniel, the traditions were squarely within Israelite thought 
and underwent transformations peculiar to Israelite culture. I Enoch 


<S( J E.g., I Enoch 25:3-6, 100:1-9- 

01 That the figures became one is as sure as it has been troublesome. R. H. Charles 
assumed that a copyist had erred in transcribing the pronouns, hence he changed the 
pronouns to make the conversation appear to be taking place between the “son of 
man” and God. Mowinckel has also denied any identification of the two figures. 
Note his description of the scene in He That Cometh (New York: n.d.) p. 383 f. 
and especially 442 f. 

62 See Montgomery, Dan:el: A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of 
Daniel (Edinburgh, 1927), p. 317-322. Also Borsch, The Son of Man in Myth and 
History (London: 1970); Carson Colpe, (i uios ton anthropou in TDNT. 
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would be the next chronological occurrence of the tradition of the 
“son of man” after Daniel, exclusive of the gospels, if the early dating 
could be maintained. Yet the date of the Parables of Enoch, in which 
these traditions occur, is a great scholarly desideratum. It would be 
convenient to be able to assume that the book was pre-Christian, as 
many scholars have maintained. 63 But the evidence is hardly con¬ 
clusive and the suspicious absence of "son of man” traditions at 
Qumran argues rather for a post-Christian date. 64 Until some definite 
evidence confirms a pre-Christian date, we must be satisfied with a 
post-Christian theory of origin. Even the scholarly consensus that the 
Parables are non-Christian has been seriously questioned. J. T. Milik 
has suggested that the parables are a Christian invention, designed to 
substitute for the “Book of Giants” attested at Qumran. 33 

Though we learn much about the Daniel traditions from this writing, 
more prudent dating of the Parables requires us to take the New 
Testament as the earliest document which understands that the "son 
of man” as a title (though possibly not consistently), in turn identified 
with Christ. Of course, Philo does describe the heavenly Adam in 
terms which are elsewhere used of the “son of man.” He also evidences 
similar ideas about the heavenly logos. So we must allow that some 
sort of “son of man” traditions preceded the gospels. It would not 
be surprising to find that the pre-Christian traditions were a variety of 
conflicting exegeses of Dan. 7:13, all describing an unnamed figure, 
possibly God’s human hypostasis or a principal angel who carries the 
name of God. There is no clear evidence that the figure was proclaimed 
“son of man” as a title or that his coming was predicted before the 
eschaton. Instead there is some evidence that special people might be 
translated to heaven to appear before the throne, whereupon they are 


03 The pre-Christian son of man is integral part of the Bultmann thesis that the 
son of man is a representative of pre-Christian, gnostic-salvation myth. 

64 Ragnar Leivestad, “Exit the Apocalyptic Son of Man,” NTS , 18 (1972), 243. 
J. C. Hindiey, “Towards a Date for the Similitudes of Enoch: An Historical Approach,” 
NTS , 14, 551-65. 

06 See Milik, “Probl£mes de la literature henochique k la lumiere des fragments 
arameens de Qumran,” HTR , 64 (1971), 333-78; “Turfan et Qumran: Livre des 
Geants juif et manicheen,” Tradition und Glaube : Das fruhe Christentum in seiner 
Umwelt: Festgabe ftir K. G. Kuhn (Gottingen: 1971), pp. 117-27. His new edition 
of The Book of Enoch : Aramaic Fragments of Qumran Cave 4 (with the collaboration 
of Matthew Black) (Oxford: 1976) suggests that Enoch is older than Daniel and 
forms the basis of the Daniel speculation. The dating of the Son of Man title, however, 
remains unaffected. See Matthew'Black, “The Parables, of Enoch (1 En. 37-71) and the 
'Son of Man.' M Expository Times , 78 (1976), 5-8. 
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identified with the manlike figure or are granted immortality and use 
the name of God to gain vindication for themselves and their followers. 

B. New Testament Christianity 

Of all the forms of religion in Palestine in the first century, New 
Testament Christianity is the best documented, most controversial, 
and most often studied. Even so, there is little that can be said in 
certainty about the roots of Christian doctrines. This lack of sure 
knowledge will be especially frustrating in studying “two powers” 
tradition, as we shall see, because many traditions found heretical by 
the rabbis in the second century were intimately connected to the 
apostolic understanding of Jesus. Yet, it is a mistake to assume that 
Christianity was a unified social movement which contained a consistent, 
theological perspective, even in its earliest stages. 66 The most we can 
say is that some kinds of Christianity found “two powers” traditions 
favorable to their perspective. The relationships between these traditions 
of angelic mediation and Christianity are significant enough to call for 
a more complete study of the problem as background for Christology 
than has yet been attempted. 

It is fair to begin with the observation that Jesus is never called 
merely an angel in the New Testament. Nor is there any clarity about 
the first titles applied to Jesus. In spite of these disclaimers, Christ¬ 
ianity is the most extensive developer of the “son of man” traditions. 
As opposed to the Enoch traditions, the gospels certainly understand 
Jesus as “the son of man.” It would not be exaggerating to say that 
one purpose of the gospel is to identify Jesus as the “son of man.” 
However, the identification is neither clear nor consistent. The term 
does not always appear to be a title, nor is it proclaimed of Jesus 
since it only occurs in his own speeches. Yet, when the total picture is 
taken into account, the identification of Jesus with the “son of man” 
is so characteristic of the gospels that many scholars take the occasional 
logion of Jesus in which he does not equate himself with the “son of 
man” (or does so in some ambiguous way) to be undoubtedly authentic. 
Since a distinction between Jesus and the “son of man” could not 
reflect the bias of the early church, according to this perspective, 
it may reflect the authentic words of Jesus, because there would have 


,i(5 J. M. Robinson and Helmut Koester, Trajectories Through Early Christianity 
(Philadelphia: 1971). 
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been no reason to preserve the statements, were they not from Jesus. 
Furthermore, the title itself quickly went to disuse, superceded by 
more understandable titles like “Son of God” and “Messiah” 
[Christos). Yet, whether or not Jesus meant anything apocalyptic 
in calling himself “son of man” has not been settled. A non-apocalyptic 
possibility for the meaning of Jesus’ “son of man” sayings must be 
mentioned. It is possible that he used the phrase in a self-referential 
way only because it was a possible, self-referential Aramaic idiom, 
having no direct relationship to the manlike figure of Daniel. 67 In 
short, even accepting the argument which makes “son of man” an 
authentic self-designation of Jesus does not clarify what Jesus might 
have meant by it. One school of critics accepts the eschatological state¬ 
ments as primary; another accepts the self-referential ones as primary. 
All agree that neither the self-referential nor the eschatological state¬ 
ments can be clearly distinguished from the perspective of the church. 
Therefore some of the statements may have been attributed to Jesus 
by Christians who had already accepted the titles and found it impossible 
to imagine that Jesus may have thought of himself in other ways. 

There is probably no possible historical solution to the question 
of Jesus’ self-consciousness. There is a greater chance of discovering 
how various christologies developed. 

It is clear that the “son of man” traditions refer back to Dan. 7:13, 
which is a text important for “two powers” investigation. So we should 
mention the uses of Dan. 7:9 f. in the New Testament. Certainly 
the most interesting use of Dan. 7:13 in the gospels for our purposes 
is its combination with Ps. 110. 68 Ps. 110, the most quoted Old 
Testament scripture in the New Testament, has recently been studied 


07 Geza Vermes, “Appendix E: The Use of Bar Nasha/BarNash in Jewish 
Aramaic," in Matthew Black, An Aramaic Approach to the Gospels and Acts (Oxford: 
1967), pp. 310-330. However, criticism of this theory is persuasive, see J. Jeremias, 
New Testament Theology (New York: 1971), p. 261, n. 1. J. A. Fitzmyer has reported 
that BRN§ D is evidenced at Qumran as a designation for the collectivity “mankind" 
or the individual belonging to a collectivity (i.e., II Qtg Job 26:3). But there is no 
evidence of its being used (a) as a surrogate for "I,” (b) as a form of address, or 
(c) as an eschatological title. The full evidence is forthcoming in “Methodology in 
the Study of the Aramaic Substratum of Jesus' Sayings in the New Testament," 
Jesus aux origines de la Christologie, Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologicarum 
lovaniensum, (Gembloux: Ducalot, 1975). 

68 See Mk. 2:32 f., 8:56 f., 13:26, 14:62. Norman Perrin, A Modern Pilgrimage 
in New Testament Christology (Philadelphia: 1974), has been very helpful in this 
section. 
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by David Hay. 69 Many N.T. uses stress Jesus’ exaltation after death, 
represented as a vindication by God. Other uses of the psalm stress 
Christ’s enthronement as the basis for ecclesiology or for a priestly 
christology. But when used in connection with Dan. 7:13, the first 
clause of psalm 110 was certainly a support for the christological 
interpretation of the "son of man.” No less, it served as testimony 
to the supreme dignity of the one whom the Christians called “My 
Lord” and promised vindication for the believers. The question is how 
such a concept developed. It may be that messianic interpretations 
already lay behind these scriptures when the Christians adopted them. 
But we do not have any firm evidence for that. Rather all that is 
necessary to be presupposed in the tradition is that Jesus be identified 
with the second “lord” in Ps. 110:1. This identification would be 
based on the Hebrew text, where both 3 DWNY, (my lord) and tetra- 
grammaton, YHWH, appears. Bousset had assumed that the use of 
the euphemism, “Lord,” for the tetragrammaton was not known in 
Palestine in the first century. However, this theory has been challen¬ 
ged. 79 It is at least possible that believers said “lord” twice in quoting 
Ps. 110:1 in Hebrew in the first century. It is certainly true that 
anyone speaking Greek or Aramaic would have used two “Lords” in 
the psalm. This much seems sensible. But it is fascinating to speculate 
further. We know that the ascension and heavenly enthronement of 
Jesus was assumed on the basis of Ps. 110, which had the function of 
an eschatological promise for the believer and a vindication which 
countered Jesus’ crucifixion. Might it be that the connection between 
the earthly Jesus and the son of man was made because Jesus was 
believed to have ascended to the throne in heaven—thus identifying 
him with the manlike figure (BRN5 3 “son of man”) who fought 
against the unjust, and who was seated on His divine throne? Immor¬ 
tality or resurrection were often stressed in reports of martyrdom, 71 


0{) David M. Hay, Glory at the Right Hand: Ps. 110 in Early Christianity , SBL 
monograph 18 (New York: 1973). 

70 J. A. Fitzmyer, “Qumran Aramaic and the New Testament,” NTS , 20 (I97d), 
390. See now, Martin Hengel, The Son of God , p. 77-83. 

71 See G. W. E. Nickelsburg, Jr. Resurrection, Immortality, and Eternal Life in 
Intertestamental Judaism (Cambridge: 1972). For the significant relationship between 
martyrdom, resurrection and the story of the sacrifice of Isaac in Jewish tradition, see 
Shalom Spiegel, The Last Trial : On the Legends and Lore of the Command to Abraham 
to Offer Isaac as a Sacrifice : The Akedah. tr. J. Goldin (New York: 1967). Geza 
Vermes, Scripture and Tradition in Judaism. (Leiden: 1961) and N. A. Dahl, "The 
Atonement—An Adequate Reward for the Akeda?” in Neotestamenta et Semitica 
(festschrift M. Black) ed. Ellis and Wilcox (Edinburgh: 1969). 
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while Philo wrote that men of special ability could mystically ascend 
to participate in divine immutability. The novelty of some Christian 
understandings would then have been to stress the divine title given to 
Jesus on the basis of Ps. 110, and thereby to associate the martyred 
messiah with the divine warrior who carried the name of God. While 
only a hypothesis, it has two advantages over the gnostic savior hypo¬ 
thesis. It does not need to predicate a well-defined but unevidenced 
myth into which Jesus was fit. Rather it assumes that many different 
traditions about mediators, human figures in heaven and angelic 
mediators were eventually identified with Jesus, after he was believed 
to have survived death and ascended to heaven. These traditions may 
or may not have been associated with the messiah before Jesus. But 
certainly Jesus’ life provided one definite link with messianic expecta¬ 
tions since he was crucified as “King of the Jews”—that is, as a 
messianic pretender, even if he had no messianic consciousness. 72 

While the scriptural traditions with which Jesus was associated were 
not “gnostic,” the motif can certainly be said to be mythical in the 
current, anthropological use of that term. Before Christianity there 
is evidence of many different exegetical traditions but no central, 
single redemption myth. It looks as if the unity was reached by applying 
all the traditions to Jesus. 

As central and ancient as were these beliefs, they were by no means 
the whole story. It is not my purpose to elaborate a theory of the 
evolution of christological titles. But it should be pointed out that the 
christological titles (and even Son of God) can be partially understood 
as a combination of traditions of exegesis about various angelic figures 
with messianic prophecies. 73 All of these titles can be explained 

72 See the title essay in N. A. Dahl's recently translated The Crucified Messiah 
and other Essays (Minneapolis: 1974). 

73 Martin Hengel, The Son of God , argues that Son of God was not a purely 
Hellenistic title. It would appear that in the Old Testament “My son' 1 was a title of 
the king while “son of God” originally denoted other gods, which became subservient 
as angels under the pressure of biblical monotheism (see Fohrer, TDNT, “huios," 
347 f.). The singular form occurs only late for Old Testament references, in Dan. 3:25. 
In the New Testament there are a few, uncertain traces of similar terminology. 
Rev. 2:18 introduces Christ as “the son of God" with features similar to Dan. 10:5 f. 
In Hebr. 7:3, Melkizedek is described as resembling the son of God. However, 
much more often the christological title “son of God" is linked up with messianic 
prophecies of the Old Testament—like Ps. 2:7 f. and 2 Sam. 7:14 f.—where God 
calls the Davidic king, “my son.” It seems likely that “sonship” developed both to 
discuss Jesus’ messianic mission and to define his relationship to the father. For 
instance, in Paul, Hebrews and Johannine writings, the term ‘son of God’ includes 
the idea of pre-existence. It is used in connection with terms like “logos" and “image 
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without any necessary messianic or salvational self-proclamation by 
Jesus during his life. They all may be seen as part of the church’s 
conviction that Jesus’ death was vindicated by his ascension which, 
in turn, was the sign of the future vindication of all believers. 

After this identification, the church could easily present the authority 
of Jesus in his ministry to stem from his identification with the “son 
of man.” In Mark 2:10 and 2:28 the authority of Jesus, as “son of 
man,” extends even to abrogating the law and forgiving sins. The 
latter claim is especially significant in view of R. Idi’s argument with 
the heretics. 

Besides the themes of vindication and authority apparent in the 
“son of man” sayings of Jesus, another exegesis of the book of Daniel 
figures prominently in the synoptic apocalypse, edited by the church 
during the time of the destruction of the Second Temple (ca. 70 C.E.). 
By now, Jesus, as Son of Man, was considered to have passed judgment 
on Jerusalem (Mk. 13:26 with Mk. 14:62). Nor could the destruction 
of Jerusalem fail to have been taken as a sign by the Christian com¬ 
munity that the Jews were punished for opposing the Church and its 
message, a doctrine which was maintained even after the prophesied 
apocalyptic end failed to materialize. 

Still other uses of “two powers” traditions may be found in the 
synoptic gospels. For instance, the Sinai theophany, together with Dan. 
7:9 f. has often been suggested as the background for the synoptic 
account of the transfiguration, especially prominent in the Lukan 
version. 74 Of course these exegeses were not invented by Christianity. 
The early Christians referred to several other intertestamental texts 
which picture the appearance of angels and describe their functions 
on earth. We have seen that the appearance of angels in Jud. 6 


of God” (Hebr. 1, Rom. 8:29, Col. 1:13-18, John 1:1-3, cf., John 1:1-18). Obviously, 
many associations have become part of this title but it cannot be said to have 
originated to express the pre-existence of Jesus. Like Kyrios and unlike Christos, the 
term "Son of God” would have remained meaningful to people who were not aware 
of its Jewish background. It should be noted that the divine connotation of "Son 
of God” is one way of explaining the charge of blasphemy at the trial. See D. 
Catchpole, The Trial of Jesus: a Study in the Gospels and Jewish Historiography 
from 1770 to the Present Day (Leiden: 1971), pp. 72-148. “Son of God” has been 
reported as a human title for the Messiah at Qumran by Milik, though the text has not 
yet been published. See Fitzmyer, "Qumran Aramaic and the New Testament,” 
NTS, 20 (1974), 382-407. 

74 The strongest proponent of this idea is Davies, He Ascended into Heaven: 
A Study in the History of Doctrine (1958), pp. 25, 185. See also Gerhardt Lohfink, 
Die Himmelfahrt Jesu: Untersuchungen zu den Himmelfahrts und Erhohungstexten 
bei Lukas (Munchen: 1971), pp. 64, 191. Also Borsch, p. 383. 
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and 13 as well as the theophanies (understood as angelophanies) 
in the pentateuch underlie the description of the angel Raphael’s 
appearance and ascension in Tobit 12. These, in turn, are likely to 
have formed the basis for Markan transfiguration. Interesting too is 
the recent suggestion by Anitra Kolenkow that these traditions may also 
underlie and give form to some of the healing and feeding stories in 
Mark as well as the post-resurrection epiphany stories in later gospels. 75 
The identification of Jesus with the "son of man” was not the end 
of the matter. Rather it was the beginning of a long discussion of the 
status of Jesus in the heavenly economy. Jesus is not called an angel 
in the New Testament because he was not believed to be merely an 
angel. So it is not surprising to see the figure of Jesus begin to take 
over divine titles in the Pauline and Johannine corpora. 

Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed upon him the 
name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bow in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that 
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God 
the father. 7 <5 

On the basis of his ascension and translation Jesus has been raised 
higher even than the angels. The divine names and titles used by 
II Isaiah have been transferred to Jesus. Furthermore, though this 
occurs in the writings of Paul, which are certainly early (middle 
first century) and earlier than much of the gospel material, there is 
no reason to believe that Paul was the first to think of Jesus in this 
manner. This section in Paul’s writing bears all the characteristics 
of a separate liturgical fragment which Paul inserted into his argument 
because it was relevant to his discussion of patience and humility. 
Note too that, true to this theme, the beginning of the psalm seems 
to deny Jesus’ equality with God: “Christ Jesus, who, though he 
was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to 
be grasped.” 77 This represents a fairly early stage in the development 
of christology, similar in many respects to Philo, because though tradi¬ 
tions about the name of God were applied to Jesus, Jewish sensibilities 
about the preservation of monotheism remained strong. In fact, Paul 
himself seems to use a polemic against some kinds of first century 


75 Anitra Kolenkow, "The Coming and Ascent of a Heavenly Healer—Tobit and 
Mark," a paper delivered to the SBI. Gospel of John seminar, October, 197T. 

70 Phil. 2:9-11. 

77 Phil. 2:6. 
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Jews which we also find characteristic of the rabbinic “two powers” 
discussion in the second century. 

Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, till the 
offspring should come to whom the promise had been made; and 
it was ordained by angels through an intermediary. Now an inter¬ 
mediary implies more than one, but God is one. 78 

Paul’s total argument in this passage is ambiguous and baffling. 
He seems to be relying on Jewish argument in a peculiar way. He 
accepts the idea that the Law was given by angels, a position which is 
explicitly denied by the rabbis for reasons that are already apparent. 
Though Paul’s point is opposite to theirs, his argument is rather 
similar to the rabbis. Both agree that some ideas of mediation dilute 
strict monotheism but argue toward different remedies: Paul claims 
that the Law is inferior. The rabbis will claim that the Law is given 
directly by God. Whatever else it proves, this seems to show that a 
polemic against angelology already existed in Jewish circles in the 
first century and could be applied in various, different ways, depending 
on the perspective of the exegete. 

The pattern is characteristic of most Pauline letters as well as those 
of the Pauline School. We need not go into Paul’s angelology in 
detail. 79 Generally speaking, it is fair to say that for Paul and his 
school Christ had brought the reign of both the Law and the angels 
to its close, since Christ had broken the power of sin and overthrown 
the cosmic spirits. It is interesting to note the common words that 
Paul uses to describe the various kinds of angelic creature. These are 
arche, exousia, and dynamis (see e.g., I Cor. 15:24-26, and freq.) 
as well as thronos (Col. 1:16) and kosmokrator (Eph. 6:12). These 
are identical with the words for angels in apocalyptic literature. 80 
They are also the common Greek equivalents of the Hebrew term 


78 Gal. 3:19-20. See N. A. Dahl, “Widerspriiche in der Bibel, ein altes hermeneu- 
tisches Problem,” Studio. Theologica y 25 (1971), 1-19. 

70 For more detail on Paul's concept of angels see W. D. Davies, “A Note on 
Josephus, Antiquities 15:136,” HTR , 47 (1954); Bo Reicke, “The Law and the 
World according to Paul,” JBL t 70 (1951), 261-63; Fred Francis, “Visionary Disci¬ 
pline and Scriptural Tradition at Colossae,” Lexington Theological Quarterly 2 (1967); 
F. Francis and W. Meeks, The Colossian Controversy (SBL: 1974); G. MacGregor, 
“Principalities and Powers: The Cosmic Background of Paul's Thought,” NTS , 1 
(1954), 22; Andrew John Bandstra, The Law and the Elements of the World (1964), 
pp. 158-68; Edward Langton, The Angel Teaching of the New Testament (London: 
n.d.); H. Berkhof, Christ and the Powers (ScottdaJe, Pa.: 1962); M. Jones, “St. Paul 
and the Angels,” Expositor , vii-15 (1918), 415. 

80 See T. of Solomon 20:12-15, cf. T Enoch 61:10. 
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R5WT. Paul uses such terms to stress the inferior status of the 
celestial beings. It seemed reasonable to assume that the rabbis used 
these terms, rather than the infrequent "two gods,’’ for the same reason. 
However, we shall also find language similar to “two gods” in the 
New Testament, si In Ephesians, Christ’s victory over the angelic 
powers is stressed. And in 1:21 it appears as if the Pauline author 
describes Christ with the ineffable name of God: 

They are measured by his strength and the might which he exerted 
in Christ when he raised him from the dead, when he enthroned 
him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all govern¬ 
ment and authority, all power and dominion, and any title of sover¬ 
eignty that can be named, not only in this age, but in the age to 
come. 82 

Many “two powers” themes have come together. Jesus is raised from 
the dead and enthroned as Christ far above the status of any man or 
angel. He is sovereign in this age and the age to come, a claim 
explicitly reserved for God according to rabbinic tradition. Further¬ 
more, Christ has been exalted beyond any title that can be named, 
implying that he has been awarded the secret name of God. 

The process of transferring divine names and titles to Jesus is 
especially characteristic of the Revelation of John where the identifica¬ 
tion of the Christ with the tetragrammaton is even more obvious. 
For instance, Rev. 22:12-13: 

Behold I am coming soon bringing my recompense to repay every 
one for what he has done. I am the alpha and the omega, the first 
and the last, the beginning and the end. 83 

We have seen that such titles from Isaiah and Deuteronomy are 
particularly important in the rabbinic polemic. 84 These traditions 
present some plausible targets for the rabbis’ attack. The same can 
be said of the Christ’s victorious coming in Rev. 19. 

Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse! He who sat 
upon it is called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges 
and makes war. His eyes are like a flame of fire and on his head 
are many diadems; and he has a name inscribed which no one knows 
but himself. He is clad in a robe dipped in blood, and the name by 
which he is called is the Word of God. And the armies of heaven 


81 See p. 216 f. 

82 F.ph. 1:20 f. according to NliB. 
88 Rev. 22:12-13. 

84 See p. 60 f., 84 f. 
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arrayed in fine linen white and pure, followed him on white horses. 
From his mouth issues a sharp sword with which to smite the nations 
and he will rule them with a rod of iron; he will tred the wine press 
of the fury of the wrath of God the almighty. On his robe and on 
his thigh he has a name inscribed, King of Kings and Lord of 
Lords. 85 

Many different images are jumbled together in this description. 
Divine warrior imagery is prominent but the divine warrior has been 
identified with the messiah (Ps. 2) and Jesus, based on the “son of 
man” tradition in Daniel. Furthermore, many divine titles are applied 
to the figure: “true and faithful,” “King of Kings,” "Lord of Lords” 
are all divine attributions in Judaism. Lastly and more importantly, he 
has appropriated the ineffable name, which is identical with “Word 
of God” (v. 13). On this basis, it seems safe to consider that many 
Christians identified the Christ with God’s principal angel, who carried 
the divine name, because of his resurrection. 

It is in this context that we should see the arguments in the Epistle 
to the Hebrews that Jesus is more sublime a mediator than the angels 
or Moses. In Hebrews there is no complete polemic against angel 
worship. Rather Christ, as "Son” (1:4-2:10), is reputed to be better. 
Significantly the Son is reputed to be the “Elohim” enthroned in 
Ps. 45:7 (Heb. 1:8). The notion that the Lord will rule the world to 
come is transferred to Christ (2:5). 86 The book is probably directed 
against some Christians who did not see Jesus’ role as unique, rather 
as merely one more example of a special intercessor who had been 
taken into the presence of God. 

These ascension and theophany themes, placed in a polemical 
setting, show up in the Gospel of John. In John 6:46 the gospel 
states: “No one has ever seen God, except His son,” which amounts 
to a new interpretation of Ex. 33:20 in the Sinai theophany. We saw 
that the solution to the contradiction between God’s appearance to 
the elders at Sinai (Ex. 24:10 f.) and the statement that “no one can 
see Him and live” (Ex. 33:20) was the purpose of the rabbinic and 
Philonic exegesis of the passage. In Philo’s case, reconciling the contra¬ 
diction necessitated positing a second divine figure. In the rabbinic 
case, it occasioned a polemic against a second figure. 8 ? In the Johannine 

88 Rev. 19:11-16. 

80 This seems related to the rabbinic insistence that the God of Israel will rule 
in the age to come as well. See p. 60 f. 

87 Peder Borgen, Bread jrom Heaven (Leiden: 1965), p. 415. Also see Odeberg, 
The Fourth Gospel and John 3:3-13. One should note the similarity to Abahu’s com- 
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version a new argument is discovered in that theophany story. Since 
Moses was not allowed to see the face of God (for no mortal can see 
God and live), John proclaims that only a specific heavenly figure 
can have had a full vision of God—he who was from God, Jesus. 
Probably John was speaking against opposing ascension views. The 
statement that “No one has gone to heaven except he who is descended 
from heaven” is probably designed to disallow any ascension traditions 
excepting the Christian one. 

Neither are controversies like the one in John 12:37 f. innocent 
of “two powers” ramifications: 

In spite of many signs which Jesus had performed in their presence 
they would not believe in him, for the prophet Isaiah’s utterance had 
to be fulfilled: “Lord, who has believed what we reported, and to 
whom has the Lord’s arm been revealed?” So it was that they could 
not believe, for there is another saying of Isaiah’s: “He has blinded 
their eyes and dulled their minds, lest they should see with their 
eyes, and perceive with their minds, and turn to me to heal them.” 
Isaiah said this because he saw His glory and spoke about Him. 

... So Jesus cried aloud: “When a man believes in me, he believes 
in Him who sent me. I have come into the world as Light. . .” 

The purpose of this passage is to identify Jesus as both messiah 
and as the “glory of God.” It does so by identifying the Christ as the 
glory of God which Isaiah saw in Is. 6. 89 Isaiah’s prophecies of woe 
on Israel can then be transferred by the gospel writer to the Jews who 
did not perceive Jesus as God’s glory. To make the matter clear Jesus 
even cries aloud that in viewing him, men also view the Father. The 
rabbis had partially insisted on the use of “glory” as a metonymy 
for God in order to remove any heretical implications from the Sinai 
theophany. They expressly forbad the interpretation of the theophany 
as an angelophany. The New Testament adopts the targumic language 
but not the entire rabbinic sensibility. 

In a sense, it is no surprise to see so many of the themes of the 


ment against the person who attempts to go to heaven or who calls himself the 
son of man: 

R. Abahu said: If a man say to you “I am God,” he is a liar; if (he says, 
“I am) the son of man,” in the end people will laugh at him; if (he says) 
“I will go up to heaven, he says so, but shall not perform it.” (j Taan. 65b). 

In Abahu’s time, Christianity of the gnostic or even Johannine type, is the most 
likely referent for the heresy. 

88 John 12:37 f according to the NEB. 

80 See McNamara, Targum and Testament, p. 98 f. and p. 50 above. Also Is. 12:42 
for a discussion of the targumic background for these traditions. 
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“two powers” controversy show up in Christianity. We should expect 
to find Christians seek out “two powers” exegesis. What is surprising 
is that both sides of the argument show up. Paul can argue that some 
Jews compromise monotheism, even while maintaining that he does 
not. Apparently, even within Christianity the “two powers” controversy 
was evidenced. This suggests that some Christians were certainly guilty 
of “two powers” speculation, that others were accused of it but might 
have thought the charge untrue, and that still others might not have 
been charged at all. Certainly, as we shall see in coming chapters, 
the language of the “two powers” controversy becomes especially 
important within the church’s struggle to refine christology. 

Having found certain evidence that Christianity was involved in 
“two powers” polemic in the first century, we have discovered that 
traditions which we saw for the first time in rabbinic literature of 
the second century already existed in the first century. But what is the 
guarantee that Jews of the first century would have reacted in the same 
way as the second century rabbis towards these apocalyptic and Christian 
concepts of mediation? Perhaps they would have taken a more tolerant 
attitude toward these ideas of mediation as Philo did even while 
maintaining strict adherence to law and monotheism. Perhaps the term 
“two powers” is anachronistic as applied to the first century. After 
all, not all kinds of Christianity can be said even to be guilty of the 
crime. And the New Testament does not predicate divinity of Jesus 
with any frequency. 90 Most of the passages suggesting that the title 
“God” was predicated of Jesus are in hymns or doxologies, 91 which 
indicate that the title of God was applied to Jesus more quickly in 
liturgical contexts than in narrative or epistolatory literature. Some 
reluctance to predicate godhood of Jesus is reflected in the Jesus 
traditions . In Mk. 10:18 Jesus refuses the title “good” because only 
God is good. Even in John, with its exalted christology, Jesus always 
speaks humbly of himself: “The Father is greater than I” (Jn. 14:28) 
or the Father is “the only true God” (Jn. 17:3). 

Given these ambiguities in Christian traditions, do we have any 
guarantee that Christians were more susceptible to the charge of 
“two powers” than other apocalyptic groups? Previously, we have seen 
that it was difficult to know on the basis of apocalyptic thought alone 
whether any apocalyptic angelology or doctrine of mediation could have 


ft0 See R. Brown’s article in ST, 26 (1965), 545-73 for a discussion of these texts. 
01 Namely John 1:1, 18; 20:28; Rom. 9:5; Heb. 1:8; 2 Pet. 1:1. 


15 
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been found offensive to monotheism. In the case of Christianity, the 
Gospel of John gives us a more definite answer. It records in three 
places that Jews sought to kill Jesus because he claimed to be God or a 
special notable. Obviously, these reports are exaggerated and should 
not be dated to the time of Jesus. They demonstrate only that the 
Johannine community was under pressure from the Jewish community 
by the time the gospel was written, which is probably the end of 
the first century. In Jn 5:18, this report appears: “For this reason the 
Jews sought all the more to kill him—not only was he breaking the 
sabbath; worse still, he was speaking of God as his own Father, 
thus making himself God’s equal.” In 5:21, relevant to the same 
issue, the gospel states that “...just as the father raises the dead and 
grants life, so also the Son grants life to those whom he wishes,” 
applying Dt. 32 to Jesus in the same way that the rabbinic community 
applied it to God. In Jn 8:58-59, Jesus appears to apply the divine name 
to himself, after which the Jews take up stones against him, implying 
that he had blasphemed the divine name or attempted to lead athers 
astray: 

The Jews then said to him, "You are not yet fifty years old, and 
have you seen Abraham?” Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly I say to 
you, before Abraham was, I am.” So they took up stones to throw 
at him, but Jesus hid himself and went out of the temple. 

Jesus’ claim to the divine title "I am” foreshadows the trial scenes 
where he seems guilty of blasphemy. 

It should be noted that earlier in this dialogue (vs. 44) Christians 
call the Jews “the first-born of Satan,” a phrase which will become 
more significant in both of the communities as the polemic intensifies. 

The blasphemy theme is continued in John. In Ch. 10, the charge 
of the Jews is repeated: 

The Jews took up stones again to stone him. Jesus answered them, 
“I have shown you many good works from the Father; for which of 
these do you stone me? The Jews answered him, “We stone you for 
no good work but for blasphemy; because you, being a man, make 
yourself God.” 92 

Jesus answers by referring to Ps. 82:6 that all Israel is called by the 
title “gods” and “sons of gods.” Of course, Christianity assumed that 

02 John 10:33. 

93 It has been suggested that underlying this passage are several traditions of 
agency and judgment on the basis of Deut. 19:17, Ex. 21:6, 22:9. See Brown, p. 409. 
But the full extent of the issues cannot be taken up here. 
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the phrase “son of God” means more than this basic designation and that 
the Old Testament reference had found fulfillment in Jesus. 93 What 
is important for our purposes is to see that by the time of the Gospel 
of John, the Jewish community is already described as opposing 
Christianity on the issue of the divinity of Jesus. It was the divinity of 
Jesus, rather than the messianic claim (though both were issues), 
that is portrayed as separating the two communities. The Jews criticize 
the Christians of "ditheism,” rather than “two powers” which also 
foreshadows a christological problem in later Christianity. 

Some of the social bases of the opposition between Jew and Christian 
can also be seen. The Johannine gospel reflects a time when the 
cleavage between Jews and Christians had become irremediable. This 
must refer to the end of the first century, although John explicitly 
says that the hostility started during the time of Jesus (see, e.g., 12:42). 
The gospel reports that Jews were already applying ostracism to the 
Christian community. If anyone should confess Jesus as messiah, 
according to Jn. 9:22, he was excluded from the synagogue. 94 We 
already have good evidence about the doctrinal and exegetical issues 
that separated Jew from Christian. Now some of the social con¬ 
sequences can be seen. Lou Martyn has made the very cogent sug¬ 
gestion that the Johannine texts refer to the imposition of the Birkat 
ha-minim , the curse against sectarians which was expanded in this 
period to include the minim. 95 

But the Christian community is also very bothered by the Jewish 
reaction, for the gospel contains an anti-Jewish polemic of extreme 
ferocity, culminating in the charge that the Jews are offspring of the 
devil, while Jesus and his followers are from God. (8:42 f.) This 
extreme, opposing dualism in the fourth gospel seems parallel to the 
highly irritated social situation and suggests that such dualism may 
sometimes arise out of situations of severe social conflict. More can 
be said about the correlation between polemic and dualism when 
discussing the extreme gnostics of succeeding cenutries. 96 

What is most important is that the New Testament attests to 
traditions which, by the methodological assumptions necessary in 

04 See N. A. Dahl, “The Johannine Church and History,” in W. Klassen and G. F. 
Snyder, eds., Current Issues in New Testament Interpretation (Nashville: 1962), 
p. 125 f. 

05 See J. Louis Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (New York: 
1968 ). 

00 See below, p. 244 and my article “‘Lord of the World’ — Angel or Devil?” 
forthcoming. 
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studying midrash, could only be dated to the second century actually 
date to the first century, both in the Greek-speaking philosophical- 
Hellenistic environment which Philo represented, and the Aramaic and 
Greek speaking environment described by the gospels. Apparently the 
categories which the rabbis used to describe heretics in the second 
century are somewhat serviceable even to more objective historiography 
of the first century. But since there is no uniquely anti-Christian theme 
in the rabbinic attack, we cannot conclude that Christians were the 
only offending group. 

One may disagree as to whether or when these groups began to 
compromise monotheism, which was the force of the rabbinic criticism, 
since many different positions in Judaism defended themselves with 
“two powers” arguments. But the terminology itself is apt, because 
it tells us the categories in which the development of Christianity 
was seen. It tells us that Christianity was probably one of a number 
of similar sects. It may have been unique in that it identified a 
messianic candidate with the manlike figure in heaven who was going 
to judge the world. But the theme itself was apocalyptic (and possibly 
mystical) in nature. It may also have been unique to identify a contem¬ 
porary rather than a hero of the past with an angelic being. 97 But 
the theme was not, insofar as anyone can prove, the Christian applica¬ 
tion of a redeemer myth of a single, gnostic pre-existent, divine savior 
who was going to descend to earth, save those who received him, and 
reascend to heaven. Rather Christianity was one among a plethora of 
different sects with similar scriptural traditions. The single gnostic 
pattern, if there is one, seems to be a rather sophisticated re-under¬ 
standing of the Christian model. 

To summarize, the one sectarian movement in Judaism about which 
we have considerable evidence is Christianity. There is warrant to 
believe that “two powers” heresy was manifested in some kinds of 
Christianity in the first century. The evidence seems to show that Johan- 
nine Christianity, at least, was condemned by Jews as “ditheism” and 
would have considered itself to be “binitarian.” There is some evidence 
that the Greek vocabulary for “two powers” would have been under¬ 
standable to Paul. He did not use the actual term against his opponents 
but argued against their concepts of the angelic powers on the basis of 
God’s unity. It is beginning to look like it was Christianity, in its zeal 

1)7 It does not seem likely to me that this was a great innovation. Personages of 
the recent past, far past, antedeluvian heroes and even angels, were all equally part 
of the thought-world of first century Judaism. 
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to apply all Hebrew designations of divinity to Christ, which first put 
together the complete myth of the redeemed redeemer who descended 
to earth to save his followers. 

The New Testament never overtly identifies Jesus with an angel. 
On the other hand, the church fathers identify Jesus as an angel quite 
frequently. Whatever one may say about the variety of Christianity 
manifested in the New Testament, it seems quite certain, as we shall 
see, that the Christianity of Justin Martyr and other church fathers 
would have been condemned by the rabbis as “two powers” speculation. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


THE CHURCH FATHERS 

We have seen that the rabbinic classification of heretics describes 
sectarian life sensibly, albeit from the rabbinic perspective, from the 
time of Philo and before through the apocalyptic and gnostic periods. 
Of course, Christianity was the most important heresy, not only because 
it was the most successful of the sects, but because it defined the 
divinity and personality of the “second power” in the clearest and most 
emphatic way. Since the Christian tradition is manifold and complex, 1 
we cannot expect that the concept of an angelic mediator influenced 
every aspect of it. However, it seems possible, in light of tine rabbinic 
description of Christianity, that such influence is greater than is usually 
assumed. 

Luckily, much of the history of angelic christologies has already 
been chronicled in the process of tracing the origin of ancient Arian- 
ism. 2 In the next few sections on the church fathers, then, I can afford 
to be even more schematic and selective than previously. I must be 
content only to mention the angel in the Shepherd of Hermas, which 
should be seen as intimately related to the principal angel traditions 
in apocalyptic literature. Hermas talks in many places of a highest 
angel worthy of reverence, whom most commentators have identified 
as the Son of God. 3 The angel is given the name Michael, 4 yet the 
conclusion that he is equivalent to the Son of God or the Christ, is 
difficult to escape. 5 6 Both are invested with supreme power over the 
people of God; both pronounce judgment on the faithful; both hand 
sinners over to the angel of repentance to record them. 3 


1 See, e.g., J. Robinson & H. Koester, Trajectories through Early Christianity (Phila¬ 
delphia: 1971). 

2 W. Michaelis, Zur Engelschristologie in Urchristentum\ Werner, The Formation 
of the Christian Dogma (London: 1957), cf., Barbel, Christos Angelos (Bonn: 1941), 
see p. 186 n. 8. 

See Barbel, p. 47, n. 4. 

4 Sim. 8, 3, 3. 

5 See Sim. 8, 3, 3 and 5, 6, 4. 

6 Sim. 5, 2-7; 9, 6, 3-6; 9, 10, 4; 8, 2, 5; 8, 4, 3; 9, 7, 1. Few a more detailed 
exposition of the relationship between the angel in Hermas and the angel of YHWH 
see H. Moxnes, “God and His Angel in the Shepherd of Hermas," Studia Theologica , 
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Justin, the gentile Christian, is the one church father whose relation¬ 
ship to the “two powers controversy” has been noted previously by 
several scholars. 7 Justin Martyr was born at the beginning of the second 
century in Shechem, then called Fiavia Neapolis, in Samaria. He called 
himself a Samaritan, which meant only that he was descended from 
people living in that part of the country and not part of that religious 
sect, 8 because he stated that he was uncircumcized. 9 The details of 
Justin’s life add evidence for the relationship we have already suspected 
between Samaritans and early gentile Christianity. Justin’s Dialogue 
with Trypho also evinces real polemical use of almost all the scriptural 
exegesis which the rabbis thought dangerous. 

The setting for the Dialogue was Ephesus whence Justin had mi¬ 
grated in his Christian mission. The date for the Dialogue must have 
corresponded closely with the Bar Kokhba Revolt, for Justin mentions 
it often 10 and Trypho is described as a Jewish fugitive who escaped 
from the turmoil. 

Justin’s use of midrashic traditions has sometimes been taken as 
evidence that the Dialogue is fictional, serving as a purely literary 
framework for presenting Justin’s views. 11 Yet it certainly reflects 
one side of the debate between Judaism and Christianity in the early 
second century, whether the immediate incident be wholly fact, em¬ 
bellished incident, or pure fiction. 

The clearest parallel between Justin and the enemies of the rabbis 
has been mentioned before. 12 By means of Gen. 19:24 Justin procedes 
to show that a second divine figure, Christ, is responsible for carrying 
out divine commands on earth: 

"The previously quoted Scriptural passages will make this evident 
to you,” I replied. “Here are the words: 'The sun was risen upon 
the earth, and Lot entered into Segor. And the Lord rained upon 


28 (1974), 49-56. He shows that language normally used of God, e.g., as the sender 
of angels, has been transferred to the principal angel. 

7 Several scholars have pointed out Justin's relationship to the aggada. See A. H. 
Goldfahn, Justinus Martyr und die Agada, (Breslau: n.d,). Friedlander, “Patristische 
und talmudische Studien.” Buchler has further emphasized the relevance of Justin 
for the two powers controversy around Sepphoris & Tiberius, see Minim. Also Ginz- 
hcrg, Die Aggada bei den Kirchenvatern. 

8 Dial. 120. 

9 Dial. 29. 

10 Dial. 108; A/wl. I, 31, for example. 

IL E.g., Weissacker, Jahrbuch f/'/r Theol., J3 (1867), p. 63. 

■12 See p. 13 f- and p. 118. 
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Sodom brimstone and fire from the Lord out of Heaven. And He 
destroyed these cities and all the country round about.’ ” 

Then the fourth of the companions who remained with Trypho 
spoke up: “It must therefore be admitted that one of the two angels 
who went down to Sodom, and whom Moses in the Scriptures calls 
Lord, is different from Him who is also God, and appeared to 
Abraham.” 

“Not only because of that quotation,” I said, “must we certainly 
admit that, besides the creator of the universe, another was called 
Lord by the Holy Spirit. For this was attested to not only by Moses, 
but also by David, when he said: ‘The Lord said to my Lord: Sit Thou 
at My right hand, until I make Thy enemies Thy footstool,’ and in 
other words: ‘Thy throne, O God is forever and ever; the sceptre of 
Thy kingdom is a sceptre of uprightness. Thou hast loved justice, 
and hated iniquity; therefore God, Thy God hath annointed Thee 
with the oil of gladness above Thy fellows.” (Ps. 45:7-8). 13 

It is a Jew, not Justin, who admits that another divine being, “The 
Lord,” was present at the destruction of Sodom and Gomorah, and 
that this divine being was different from God. From our previous 
discussion, there is no reason to doubt that such heterodox Jews 
existed as early as Philo. Justin only endeavored to prove that this 
second divinity is the Christ. It is significant that the angelic figure 
is accepted by the Jew—only his messianic status is questioned. This 
is another piece of evidence that Christianity was the first to connect 
the messiah and the principal angel. In this place he relies primarily 
on the various descriptions of vindication and enthronement found in 
the Psalm texts. Subsequently in the Dialogue , he relies on the various 
theophany texts where a man-like figure appears to the Israelites and 
their prophets: Gen. 31:10-14 (ch. 58); Gen. 32:22-31 (ch. 58); 
Gen. 35:6-10 (ch. 58); Ex. 2:23; Ex. 3:16, 3:2-4 and Gen. 35:7 
(ch. 60). His conclusion is: 

When the Scripture here states that an angel of the Lord appeared 
to Moses, and then announced that He is Lord and God, it refers 
to the same person who is identified in many of our earlier quotations 
as the minister to God who is above the world and above whom 
there is no God. * 4 

Since Justin understands the appearance of God in Jacob’s dreams, 
wrestlings and even at the burning bush as a single consistent figure, 
he is able to promote both the independent personality of the being 


13 Dial. 56. 

11 Dial . 60 end and 61. 
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manifested and his divine nature. 15 Like Philo Justin calls the logos 
another God ( heteros theos), distinct in number, if not in essence, 
(ch. 56). The sharply drawn personality of this manifestation (together 
with the doctrine of the incarnation) is the element which most 
distinguishes Justin’s concept of logos from Philo’s. But, as Gooden- 
ough has persuasively argued, both Justin and Philo should be seen 
as evidencing examples of the same Hellenistic Jewish traditions. 16 
Like Philo, Justin believes that the logos is an angel in that it is a 
power ( dynamis ) radiating from God. Like the angels it has freedom 
of choice, but unlike the angels, Justin’s logos has self-direction, 
(ch. 88). Therefore, although Justin implies that the logos is the 
same as an angel, he prefers to emphasize its distinctiveness in ways 
that never occurred to Philo. 

As further evidence that these traditions had a background in 
Hellenistic Judaism before they were put to Christian use, Goodenough 
shows that most of the titles applied to the logos by Justin are the same 
as those used by Philo and other Hellenistic Jewish writers: theos, 
kyrios, angelos, dynamis, anatole, litha, petra, arche, hemera ( phos ), 
sophia, aner, anthropos, Israel, Jacob etc.: 17 

As Justin says: 

“So my friends,” I said, “I shall show from Scripture that the God 
has begotten of Himself a certain rational power as a beginning be¬ 
fore all other creatures. The Holy Spirit indicates this power by 
various titles, sometimes the Glory of the Lord, at other times, Son 
or Wisdom or Angel or God or Lord or Word. He even called him¬ 
self commander-in-chief when he appeared in human guise to Josue, 
the son of Nun.” 18 

To substantiate the claim of the logos' s primacy in the divine eco¬ 
nomy, Justin points to the grammatical plural referring to God in 
Gen. 1:26 and Gen. 3:22. 19 After this he adduces passages to support 
the incarnation from the virgin birth to the ascension. 20 Of course, 
the argument is not well received by his Jewish opponents, even those 
who admitted the existence of the second power, and Justin is required 


15 E. R. Goodenough, The Theology of Justin Martyr: An Investigation into the 
Conceptions of the Earliest Christian Literature and its Hellenistic and Judaistic 
Influences (Jena: 1923), p. 143 f. 

16 E. R. Goodenough, The Theology of Justin Martyr , p. 147 f. 

17 E. R. Goodenough, The Theology of Justin Martyr , p. 168-172. 
is Dial 61, p. 244. 

19 Dial. 62. 

29 Dial. 63-65. 
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to emphasize his argument by coming at essentially the same scripture 
from a variety of different perspectives. At one point he goes into a 
rather fanciful exegesis to show that the name of God, which the 
angel in Ex. 23:21 carried, is: “Jesus:” 

Now from the book of Exodus we know that Moses cryptically in¬ 
dicated that the name of God himself (which He says was not 
revealed to Abraham or to Jacob) was also Jesus. For it is written: 
“And the Lord said to Moses, say to this people: Behold, I send my 
angel before thy face, to keep thee in thy journey, and bring thee 
into the place that I have prepared for thee. Take notice of him, and 
obey his voice; do not disobey him, for he will not pardon thee, be¬ 
cause My name is in him.” Consider well who it was that led your 
fathers into the promised land, namely he who was at first named 
Auses (Osee), but later renamed Jesus (Josue). If you keep this in 
mind, you will also realize that the name of him who said to Moses, 
“My name is in him,” was Jesus. Indeed he was also called Israel, 
and he similarly bestowed this name upon Jacob. 21 

While it is clear that Justin is using “two powers” traditions to 
discuss Jesus, the traditions could have hardly originated with the 
identification of Jesus as the angel in Exodus. The attempt to see Jesus 
as the angel’s name is secondary. Rather, Justin is taking over a previous 
exegetical, possibly mystical tradition, applying the name of his partic¬ 
ular savior, and defending his belief against the other candidates for 
the office of angelic mediator. The tradition itself, without the Christ¬ 
ian coloring, can be seen as early as Philo. 

Nor did Justin neglect the Dan. 7:9 passage. 22 He returned to that 
theme again and again, leaving no doubt it forms one central point 
of his faith. Since these are the very passages against which the rabbis 
warned, we should conclude that the rabbinic polemics against “two 
powers in heaven,” by the middle of the tannaitic period, were directed 
against gentile Christians like Justin. Chronologically, it would cor¬ 
respond with the first written level of tradition in rabbinic writing 
and may be preserved at the core of the Mekhilta traditions where the 
opponents are actually called gentiles. Although Justin was Christian 
and could even call himself a Samaritan, he and people like him could 
easily have been seen as gentiles by the rabbis. This demonstrates 
that the reports of “two powers” do not merely put scripture in the 
mouths of the gentile opponents; they report actual scriptural debates. 

21 Did. 75. Probably, another form of the traditions evinced in the Prayer of 
Jacob lies behind this argument. See p. 199 f. 

22 E.g., Did. 76. 
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It is likely that the first fixed copy of the rabbinic traditions in the 
Mekhilta (which seems to come from exactly this time, as indicated 
by internal evidence, 23 ) was a response to people like Justin who were 
promulgating their doctrine of the Christian savior. 

As was just concluded, Justin did not invent the arguments he used, 
nor was he the first to use them. The rabbinic texts, however, begin 
to appear at the time in which Justin was alive and reflect enemies of 
Judaism like Justin who were contemporary with the Bar Kochba 
revolt. 24 

Several traditions corresponding to the rabbinic ones are found 
in another second century church father, Theophilus of Antioch. 23 
His relationship with midrashic traditions has been noticed before, but 
no conclusions have previously been drawn about his relationship to the 
“two powers” controversy. He too uses Christ as equivalent to logos , 
on the basis on John 1, but he uses several interesting scriptural quo¬ 
tations to prove his point. 2(5 He witnesses to the traditions we saw in 
Philo in which the logos is described as God’s “place:” 

Since the logos is God and derived his nature, from God, whenever 
the Father of the Universe wills to do so, He sends him into some 
place where he is present and is heard and seen. 27 

Further, after claiming that another title for the logos is “light,” Theo¬ 
philus could posit the idea that the logos helped God in the process 
of creation: 

The unique spirit occupied the place of light and was situated between 
the water and the heaven so that, so to speak, the darkness might not 
communicate with the heaven which was nearer to God, before God 
said: “Let there be light.” 28 


2:1 See p. 47 f. 

2t We know, of course that Christian gentiles were not the only gentiles to listen 
to the words of Jewish scriptures. Many people came to hear the scriptures read in 
synagogues. Judaism of that day had attracted many interested observers, even though 
it had not undertaken as zealous a proselytizing program as had Christianity. There is 
considerable evidence that Christian success in part depended on the attraction of 
that faith to gentiles already conversant with Judaism but unable to become completely 
Jewish either because they feared circumcision or because some Jews put other 
constraints and restrictions upon them. So we must not rule out the God-fearers 
or sebomenoi as the gentiles in these texts, even though we have no independent 
texts from them. See Paul Donahue, dissertation, Yale 1974. 

25 Barbel, Christos Angelos (Bonn: 1941), p. 61 f. 

28 See Theophilus Ad Autolycum I, 3; II 22; also Gen. 1:26 is used in II, 18. 

27 Ad Autolycum 2:22. 

28 Ad Autolycum 2:13. 
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For him, “In the beginning,” the first words of Genesis, has the 
meaning of “by means of the beginning,” 29 which is yet another name 
for the logos and characterizes it as Lord and agent of God in the 
creation. Traditions like this which have Philonic antecedents may well 
be the kind of doctrine opposed by use of the tradition about Ishmael 
and Akiba. 

However, he is much opposed to those who can derive a multiplicity 
of gods in creation: 

And Moses, who lived many years before Solomon, or rather the 
Logos of God speaking through him as an instrument, says: “In the 
beginning God made heaven and earth.” (Gen. 1:1) First he men¬ 
tioned beginning and creation and only then did he introduce God, 
for it is not right to mention God idly and in vain (id. Ex. 20 : 3). 
For the divine Sophia knew in advance that some persons were going 
to speak nonsense and make mention of a multiplicity of non-existent 
gods. Therefore, in order for the real God to be known through his 
work and to show that by his logos God made heaven and earth and 
what is in them, he said: “In the beginning God made heaven and 
earth.” Then after mentioning this creation, he gives an explanation: 
“And the earth was invisible and formless and darkness was above 
the abyss and spirit of God was borne above the water” (Gen. 
1 : 2).30 

Theophilus does not identify his opponents. But he talks about them 
as if they, to use the rabbinic term, believe in “many powers in heaven.” 
His use of Gen. 1:1 sounds like the debate between Ishmael and Akiba, 
or at least, the ways in which Ishmael and Akiba’s exegesis was under¬ 
stood by later rabbis. 3i This points out that someone whom the rabbis 
would have called a believer in “two powers” and who believed in a 
divine partner in creation nevertheless opposed other traditions about 
the creation which he described as “many powers.” It would not be too 
rash to attempt to identify the “many powers” groups with the varieties 
of gnosticism and Jewish Christians that elaborated grand schemes of 
the cosmic spheres, inhabited by myriads of angels. 

Theophilus also opposes the idea that two different gods were 
involved in creation—one creating man, therefore masculine in nature; 
the other creating woman, therefore feminine in nature: 

You shall be like Gods—so that no one would suppose that one 
god made man and another made woman, He made the two together. 
Moreover, He formed only man from the earth so that thus the 


29 ibid. 

3° Ad Autolycum II, 10. 
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mystery of the divine unity might be demonstrated. At the same time, 
God made woman by taking her from his side, so that man's love 
for her might be greater. 32 

To combat such heresies, Theophilus even relies on polemic familiar 
from rabbinic tradition to show that while God may do His work 
through His logos manifestation, there is only one, unique God respon¬ 
sible for all divine actions. Indeed, Theophilus argues from the same 
texts as the rabbis used: the same God who strikes down also heals. 33 
Apparently then, some of the “two powers” traditions which the 
rabbis opposed were to be located within the Christian community. 
But others, like “many powers” traditions, gave what would become 
orthodox Christianity trouble as well. The arguments which evolved 
within the Christian community give us clues about how to distinguish 
the orthodox and heretical groups. "Many powers in heaven” were 
heretical both to the church fathers and the rabbis. And, if church 
fathers shared the “many powers” polemic with the rabbis, they must 
have been aware of the charge of “two powers” as well. 34 

Irenaeus gives evidence for some of the same exegetical traditions 
which Justin and Theophilus evinced. But Irenaeus brings the scriptural 
passages to bear against gnosticism. Marmorstein 35 noticed the rela¬ 
tionship between Irenaeus' and the rabbis’ exegesis. However, it was his 
opinion that the reports in the church fathers and the rabbis were 
absolutely independent and could only be explained by assuming that 
both were original responses to gnosticism. That is not the probable 
conclusion, because when Irenaeus explicitly mentions some of the 
scriptural passages which the gnostics used, they do not correlate highly 
with the scriptures we are tracing. For instance, Marcosians used Gen. 
1, Ex. 33:20, Is. 1:3, Hosea 4:1, Ps. 13:3, Dan. 12:9. 36 According to 
Irenaeus most of these passages were useful for showing that Israel 
is ignorant of its real, high God. Therefore, the rabbinic polemic 
probably had other, earlier targets in mind. 

31 See p. 74 f. 

32 Ad Autolycum , II, 28. See the pseudo-Clementine literature as possible reference 
for the male-female division. Also, p. 423 f. for a survey of a variety of gnostic 
writings. 

33 See p. 84 for examples of this use of Dt. 32. 

34 See E. R. Goodenough, The Theology of Justin Martyr (Jena: 1923) for the 
possibility that Theophilus and Justin were influenced by a type of Hellenized 
Judaism somewhat like Philo’s but less sophisticated and philosophical. See also his 
“Pseudo-Justinian 'Oratio ad Graecos,’ ” HTR , 18 (1925), 185-200. 

35 Religionsgeschichtliche Studien y I, p. 61 f. 

30 Iren., Adv. Haer. I, 18,1-19,1. 
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Ex. 33:20 is the most relevant to us. 37 We have seen it occur often 
in rabbinic and Philonic exegesis, where it both contradicted Ex. 24:10 
and supplied the idea that the God manifested at Sinai showed mercy 
as well as justice. It is possible that the theme of justice, as well as the 
inferiority of the demiurge, appealed to the gnostics. But such an 
argument is not mentioned by Irenaeus as significant for gnostic 
purposes. When it was manifested in Philonic and rabbinic doctrines, 
the basic structure of the argument involved a second figure present 
at the theophany. We cannot be sure that these gnostics were "two 
powers” heretics. 

However, when Irenaeus defends Christianity against the Marcionite 
gnostics, 38 he himself uses "two powers” traditions. Jesus came from 
the Father, being foretold by the prophets in the following verses: 
Ps. 110:1, Gen. 19:24, Ps. 45:7, Ps. 82:1 and Ps. 50:1. By quoting 
these passages he tries to show that the Old Testament made mention 
of both the Christ (as Lord) and Father (as God)—though, at the 
same time, uniquely one true God. We are familiar with the use of 
Ps. 110 by the New Testament and Gen. 19:24 by the rabbis and 
Justin. The latter proved that the Son had received power to judge the 
Sodomites. Two of the new Psalm references—namely Ps. 45:7 and 
Ps. 82:1 are similar to Ps. 110 in that they describe an enthronement 
scene, which is taken to be the enthronement of the Son in heaven. 
Ps. 50:1 is more significant because it occurs as dangerous scripture 
in a late passage in amoraic midrash 39 along with Jos. 22:22 and Jos. 
24:19. There, the form of the tradition was different enough from the 
surrounding context to make us suspicious of its being independent of 
R. Yohanan and R. Simlai, brought in by the editor because of the 
analogous subject matter. Here we have evidence that at least one 
of those added passages, namely Ps. 50:1, was used quite a bit earlier 
than the third century witness which the rabbinic text gives us. There 
is no specific evidence to demonstrate that the other passages were used 
as early as Ps. 50:1 was. But Jos. 22:22 has exactly the same string of 
divine names, as Ps. 50:1—El, Elohim, YHWH—so it is equally 
likely to have been used as proof of plurality. Notice that Irenaeus 
uses the passage merely to prove that the Son is one with the Father. 


37 Gen. 1 has been discussed several times before. It was used by so many groups 
to so many different purposes that we can conclude little from its occurrence here. 

38 Adv, Haer. Ill, 6, 1-4. 

39 See p. 126 f. Ps. 45:7 is used to prove that the Son is to be called 1-lohim in 
Heb. 1:8 (see p. 213) and is also used by Justin (see p. 222). 
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He could do this because the Greek translation of the psalm used a 
genitive plural to translate one name of God (Theos Theon Kyrios) 
making a total of two figures. The rabbis, writing later, have heard 
the implication of three different aspects of deity as dangerous. They 
had a more emphatic trinitarian argument than Irenaeus’ in mind; we 
can see from Irenaeus that the argument itself has an earlier, more 
primitive form. Jos. 24:19, on the other hand, provide a completely 
different argument in rabbinic text—that of grammatical plurality— 
and may not have been originally related to the former traditions at all. 
The best conclusion about Jos. 24 is that it is a later addition to the 
rabbinic text. The rabbis did not hear about its Christian use until 
later than the others, even though we have an independent witness 
that it was in use at an earlier time. 

Thus, Irenaeus shows us that the enthronement and theophany 
passages in the Old Testament were very important to the Christian 
community and, in fact, heavily used by church fathers to fight against 
the new idea that the God in the Old Testament was not the God of 
salvation—a doctrine such as we find in Marcionism and gnosticism. 

The heresy of “two powers” is often related to the church’s debate 
about the nature of the trinity in ways that have not yet been adequately 
treated. The history of that phenomenon is best left for a separate 
work, but the main lines of the issue can be drawn here. Tertullian 
(ca. 160-220) and Hippolytus (d. 235) both devoted their energies 
to defeating gnosticism and Marcionism. However, they were also 
concerned to define the orthodox nature of Christianity. In doing so, 
they were, more than once, charged with believing in “two gods” by 
Christians of the modalist and monarchianist persuasion. 4 <> As early 
as Justin’s time, there were Christians who objected to the idea that the 
logos was numerically different from the high God. The first theologian 
of this type of whom we have significant record, is Noetus of Smyrna. 
Hippolytus 41 tells us that Noetus believed so strongly in the unity 
of God that he had to maintain that the Father suffered and underwent 
death along with the Son (patripassionism). For scriptural support, 
he and his supporters relied on some familiar rabbinic proof texts: 
Ex. 3:6, Ex. 20:3, Is. 44:6, Is. 45:14 f. and others from the New 
Testament, implying the unity of God. 

Tertullian also debates with the adherents of this “modalistic” 

40 The main issues of doctrine are summed up in J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian 
Doctrines (New York: 1958), pp. 83-132. 

11 Against the Heresy of Noetus and also Ref. 9. See also Epiphanius 57:1:8. 



230 


THE EXTRA-RABBINIC EVIDENCE AND CONCLUSIONS 


heresy. 42 In doing so, he makes binitarian use of all of the scriptures 
which we have associated with the heresy of "two powers.” Further¬ 
more, he is at pains to show that two Gods are presupposed by the Bible: 
one who spoke at creation, the second who created! 43 But he goes on 
to correct the implication of dualism, saying that it is not fit to derive 
from these scriptures a notion of two separate beings, only two Gods 
in number. 44 Apparently, these modalists were accusing Tertullian 
of believing in ditheism whereas he admits to being binitarian. 

The closing decades of the second century witnessed an attempt to 
salvage biblical monotheism in Christianity. The second attempt, called 
dynamic monarchianism, was a kind of adoptionism teaching that 
Christ was a mere man. Apparently, the two Theodotuses who are 
associated with this heresy believed that Jesus was an ordinary man, 
or that he did not become deified until after his resurrection. The first 
Theodotus was excommunicated by Pope Victor (186-98). 46 The 
second Theodotus also promulgated heretical speculations about Mel- 
chizedek, whom he regarded as the supreme power, the spiritual son 
of God, superior to the Christ (messiah) and possibly identical to the 
spirit which descended on Jesus in baptism. 46 Novatian puts in the 
mouth of these heretics the criticism that orthodoxy believes: “If the 
Father is one and the Son another, and if the Father is God and Christ 
God, then there is not one God, but two Gods...” 47 Apparently then, 
despite the different starting points of monarchianism and modalism, 
they both were united in their concern to preserve the unity of the 
divinity. 

A much more serious and sophisticated form of the modalist doctrine 
flourished during the reigns of Popes Zephyrinus (198-217) and 
Callistus (217-22). It must be remembered that they are in the orthodox 
succession, while Hippolytus, though called Bishop of Rome, was 
excommunicated. The man responsible for the modalist doctrine was 
Sabellius, who came to Rome during the end of Zephyrinus’ reign and, 
after being patronized by Pope Callistus, was eventually excommuni¬ 
cated by him. 48 He is fiercely attacked by Hippolytus, as would be 


42 Tert. Adv. Prctxeas. 

48 Chapter XIII. 

He says: “God forbid! there are only two gods in number,” in a manner like 
Elisha b. Abuya, (ch. 3). 

45 Kelly, p. II6. 

46 Hippolytus, Ref. 7, 36. See p. 19d n. 33. 

47 De trin. 30, quoted from Kelly, p. 117. 

18 Hippolytus Ref. IX, 11 f. 
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expected. However, in a sudden turn, Hippolytus also accuses Callistus 
of the same crime, even though the latter was presumably aware of the 
dangers of patripassionism. Most interesting of all, Hippolytus records 
one of the charges made against him by Callistus as ditheism, 
(ditheous). 49 Now, it is difficult to show the exact nature of the 
relationship of this polemic to the rabbinic one. But the great similarity 
in terms and scriptures may point to influence. It seems likely that the 
church continued to use the stronger term “two gods” because of the 
polemical context. This would suggest that the synagogue must have 
ceased to be actively involved in polemic when it prudently changed 
to the designation “two powers” at the end of the tannaitic and begin¬ 
ning of the amoraic period. 

A philosophical context for the argument, corresponding to the 
exegetical context, is to be noticed in the writing of Origen (ca. 185- 
250). As an Alexandrian, he was heir to the Philonic tradition and 
is clearly also in the tradition of middle Platonism represented by 
Albinus. He felt that the Son of God, as logos , could be called a 
deuteros theos. 50 In his Dialogue with Heraclides, the issue between 
the two men is centered on the Eucharist. Apparently, they both agreed 
that Christianity could be said to believe in "two Gods,” although only 
in a special way: "We are not afraid to speak, in one sense of two 
Gods, in another sense of one God.” 51 

His reservations against describing Christianity as believing in “two 
Gods” are understandable. Jews, Christian modalists and even pagans 
could accuse him of violating monotheism. In fact, he is forced to 
defend himself from such a charge levelled by Celsus, who says that 
Christians believe that two lords rule the world. 62 By now, many 
different groups of people were using the same arguments in a variety 
of contrasting ways. Of course, wherever the charge of “two gods” 
was brought, the familiar scriptural passages from Dt. and Is. as well 
as “I and my father are one” from the New Testament were the 
corrective. Origen can bring them in to defend the monotheism of 
Christianity, even while maintaining “two Gods” elsewhere. 53 


49 Ref. IX, 11, 12. 

60 Contra Celsum V, 39; VI, 61; VII, 57; De Oratione XV, 1; Com . ev> Job. II, 
2; X, 37 (21). 

51 Dial Heracl. 2, 3 Oulton, ed., Library of Christian Classics, v. 2 Alexandrian 
Christianity , p. 438, 1. 124-125. 

02 Contra Celsum , VIII, 12 . 

53 Comp. Contra Celsum II, 24 where he shows that the same god both smites and 
heals, based on Dt., with the places in which he maintains “two gods.” 

16 
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Aphrahat also reviewed the scriptural exegesis against Christians 
which he has heard from the Jews. He said the Jews use Ex. 34 and 
Dt. 32:39 to show that God has no son, 54 as indeed the rabbis do 
in Sifre and Mekhilta. 65 At a fairly late period of time, the argument 
against God having a son continued in use against Christians. 

Equally interesting is the polemic against Christians developed by 
Julian in the pagan revival. The surviving fragments of Julian’s writing 
against Christians show that he criticized Christians for having given 
up the belief in God’s unity when they adopted the doctrine of the 
trinity, while the Jews continued to preach the original idea. 56 Against 
Christians who protested that they did not worship more than one 
God, Julian quoted the New Testament: “And the Word was with God 
and was God’’ (John 1:18). 57 Obviously Julian had learned Christian 
scripture. Nor did his training stop with the New Testament; he 
knew the Old Testament and evidently was even familiar with rabbinic 
writings. There is a definite relationship between the arguments of 
Julian and the Jewish opponents of Justin in the Dialogue with Trypho 
although modalism may have provided the channel of transmission. 
Julian’s observation that Gen. 49:10 could not be said about Jesus is the 
same as the comment of the Jewish sage to Justin. So Dt. 18:18 and 
Nu. 24:17, other of Julian’s proof-texts against christology, may 
also have been in use in Jewish, anti-Christian polemic. 5 8 Even more 
to the point is Julian’s use of rabbinic or modalist polemic when he 
charged the Christians with worshipping, “a second god.” Julian showed 
that Moses repeatedly forbad such worship by citing Dt. 4:35-39, Dt. 
6:4 and Dt. 32:39-—the very passages which are developed for use 
against “two powers” in rabbinic literature. By the time of Julian 
therefore, the “two powers” argument was quite normally used both 
by and against Christians. This points to the existence of firm literary 
traditions but we know from the apocalyptic and Philonic evidence 
that the history of such traditions extended back as early as the first 


R. Kimelman, dissertation in progress at Yale University, has pointed out that 
Origen and R. Yohanan interpret the Song of Songs in such corresponding ways that 
it is likely that they actually heard of each other s arguments in third century Caesaria. 

54 Aphrahat I, 785. 

55 See also Git. 57b; b. Pes. 68a; b. San. 91b. Neusner, Aphrahat , 159- See p. 1 1 f., 
p. 139 f. where we inferred that Christianity was the target, though it was not men¬ 
tioned by name. 

50 Julian c. Christ . (p. 2133, Lehrman) and Lactantius IV, 29, l. 

57 c. Christ . 55; 120. 

r,K J. Gager, Moses in Greco-Roman Paganism (Nashville: 1972) p. 109. 
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century, even when we can only date the earliest rabbinic recension 
of these arguments to the second century. In comparing the use of the 
terms of the polemic in rabbinic and Christian settings, it has seemed 
logical to assume that "two gods” is a better term for battling with 
heretics, while "two powers” is better for instructing the faithful. 
If so the change from "two gods” to "two powers” in rabbinic writings 
would signal a change in the function of the tradition. It would have 
been done by rabbis more interested in warning their constituents 
than actually in battling the heretics. 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


MARCION 

Only when the scope of the “two powers” controversy has been 
outlined within both the Christian and Jewish communities, can one 
hope to approach the figure of Marcion. Certainly he is a key figure 
in the debate concerning dualism. The complexities that attend serious 
study of Marcion might justify a whole book on this aspect of his 
thought. Again we are in the position of having to deal with issues 
very selectively, primarily in order to date the rabbinic evidence, in 
the hope that some of the issues ignored or only touched upon now 
can be investigated more fully at a later date. 

Marcion has been seen as a prime candidate for the rabbinic polemic 
against two powers. 1 However, we have already seen evidence that the 
controversy has roots that go back considerably earlier than he. It is 
growing clear that the rabbinic texts present us with a palimpsest of 
different traditions. Yet the Marcionite polemic has certain charact¬ 
eristics which will affect our identification of the targets of the rabbinic 
polemic. We shall see that, although he and his followers were partici¬ 
pants in polemics, Marcion’s method makes it unlikely that he himself 
could have been the original target of the rabbinic charges. In studying 
Marcion, then, we shall uncover merely one more layer of the develop¬ 
ment of the polemic, not the origin of the issue. 

In his Letter to the Phillipians (7:1) Polycarp of Smyrna warned 
that he who denied that there can be either judgment or resurrection 
should be considered “the first-born of Satan.” We realize that such 
issues were characteristic of both rabbinic and early Christian com¬ 
munities. By the time of Irenaeus, a legend had developed that Marcion 
had asked Polycarp for recognition as bishop only to be rebuffed by 
the words “I recognize you—as the first-born of Satan!” 2 

The term “first-born of Satan” has a Hebrew equivalent (BKWR 
STN) which seems to have had a similar and contemporary use within 
Jewish exegesis—as a term of reproach for someone who did not 


1 See Marmorstein, Background, pp. 141-204. 

2 Adv. Haer., Ill 3, 4. 
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follow the accepted tradition of scriptural interpretation. 3 (In the 
rabbinic occurrence, the offender had followed Shammaite halakha.) 
Since the first-born of Satan is Cain, as we discovered previously, 4 
the term probably alluded to the tradition we noted as early as Philo 
that the human race was descended from two different genealogies— 
the good from Seth and the bad from Cain. 5 It seems likely that the 
term was developed in Jewish sectarian life and was later applied to 
Marcion. If we believe Harnack, 6 there was good reason for this term 
of derision to have been applied to Marcion. What made Marcion 
extreme in his belief according to Harnack, and what would make 
him a good target for the term “first-born of Satan,” was the idea that 
only those who had been rejected by the creator (e.g., Cain and his 
descendents) could be led out from the lower world by Christ, while 
Abraham and those justified by the creator must remain unredeemed. 7 
Apparently Marcion accepted the traditions that those who did not 
follow the “orthodox exegesis” were descended from Cain, but he 
transvalued that tradition so that Cain became the ancestor of those 
elected of Christ, in turn, the messenger of a good, saving God yet 
unknown and unprophesied in the Old Testament. 8 

Such common terminology between Jewish and Christian communi¬ 
ties is important to us because it points to a relationship between them. 
We already have good evidence that such relationships existed, based 
on corresponding terminology and exegesis in the rabbis and church 
fathers. Although the church’s use of language parallel to rabbinic 
practice in calling Marcion names appears now to tell us nothing specific 
about the “two powers” controversy, the reversal theme will provide a 


3 b. Yeb. 16a, j. Yeb. 3a. 

4 See N. A. Dahl, “Der Erstgeborene Satans und Der Vater des Teufels (Polyk 
7:1 and John 8:44),'' in Apophoreta (Berlin: 1964), pp. 70-84. See p. 81 f., p. 255. 

5 See p. 173 f. Philo in Post. 35, 38 f., 42, 43, 45; Det. 32, 68, 78, 103; Pug. I 64. 
See also Armenian Adam 63. 64. 

6 See Harnack, Marcion: Das Evangelium vom jremden Gott : Eine Monographic 
zur Geschichle der Grundlegung der katholischen Kirche (Leipzig: 2nd ed., 1924). 
In Harnack’s opinion, based on the reports of Irenaeus, Marcion believed that Christ's 
function was to be judge at the end of the world, redeeming the good men from 
among the living and from the grave. If so, this would have been an idea he held 
in common with orthodox Christianity. 

CCf., see Iren., Haer., I, XXV, 1; Origen, Contr. Cels., IV, 10 and E. C. Blackman, 
Marcion and his Influence (London: 1948), p. 102. 

8 Marcion was not alone in this; the Cainite gnostics also had such a belief, as 
noted previously, p. 82 f. 
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model for a hypothesis about mutual dependence later on. 9 Previously 
in this discussion, it has always seemed more plausible to reconstruct 
the transmission of a tradition from an original context in Judaism 
into Christianity. From Marcion onwards, the case is no longer clear. 
Since Marcion is primarily a Christian heretic, and since he represented 
fully as much a danger to the Christian community as to the Jewish 
one, the original source of the defense against him should remain 
open. If the rabbis were concerned with Marcionite theology they might 
have been dependent on the church fathers for their defense against 
him. It is also possible that each community developed its defense 
against Marcion independently. 

We know about Marcion’s doctrines from various polemics against 
him within the church fathers. Justin probably wrote the earliest treatise 
devoted solely to discrediting Marcion. Although scholars have detected 
parts of it in Irenaeus’ discussion of Marcion, Justin’s work has not 
survived intact. Irenaeus, in turn, wrote little as compared to the 
systematic work by Tertullian afterwards. Therefore, most of the 
evidence about Marcion is not contemporary with him and may testify 
not to Marcion’s own doctrine but to what Marcion’s later adherents 
believed as well as the extent to which the church fathers were willing 
to villify their opponents. Justin Martyr is the first to mention him, 
saying: 

One Marcion, a man of Pontus, who is even now alive, teaching 
those who believe in him to pay honor to a different god, greater 
than the creator; and this man has by the assistance of demons caused 
many of every nation to utter blasphemies denying the God who made 
this universe and professing that another, a greater than He, has 
done greater things. 10 

Irenaeus said that Marcion was a follower of Cerdo and that both 
taught that the god discussed in Torah is just or righteous ( dikaios ) 
but that he is not the father of Jesus, who was descended from an 
unknown and wholly good ( agathos) god. 11 The Old Testament god 
is “just” or “righteous” in the sense of being the administrator of 
justice—simply paying men what they deserve for their actions. Besides 
this retributive aspect he is also the creator of the world. On the 
other hand, the New Testament god is good in the sense of being 


0 See below, p. 245 f. 

10 Apology, 1:26. 

11 Iren., Haer I, XXV, 1. Since Marcion is a true dualist, I have chosen not to 
capitalize his references to biblical divinity. 
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noble or generous or kind. Corresponding to the Old Testament god’s 
role at creation, the New Testament god is the author of salvation. 
Then Irenaeus tells us that Marcion believed Jesus to have been an 
emissary of the good god, appearing suddenly in human shape at the 
start of his mission. Marcion only accepted those parts of Christian 
writings which substantiated his point. He accepted Luke alone of the 
gospels but abridged it to avoid any annunciation or birth narratives. 
Likewise, he edited the letters of Paul in such a way as to eliminate any 
inference that an Old Testament prophecy was fulfilled by Jesus or 
that the Christ aided in the work of creation. Lastly, Irenaeus tells 
us that Marcion made all the villains of the Old Testament into heroes. 

Tertullian begins his treatise by saying that Marcion, like other 
heretics of Tertullian’s day, 12 was perplexed by the problem of evil, 
especially as it was expressed in the book of Isaiah: “It is I who create 
evil things” (Is. 45:7). This testimony about the value of Isaiah 45 
to heretics parallels the rabbis sensitivity to a similar passages in liturgy. 
But it does not make Marcion the first target of the heretical charges. 
It only makes clear that there were a variety of heretical notions which 
the rabbis wished to avoid and that Marcion promulgated one of them. 
It also clarifies rabbinic interest in arguments about God’s justice and 
mercy. 

Though he was strictly dualistic, many of Marcion’s disciples fol¬ 
lowed more moderate routes. For instance, Apelles reduced the dualism 
of Marcion to a single god with one power ( dynamis) who yet created 
a principal angel, called variously a second principle or second god, 
(i deuteros theos ). 13 Whereas the followers of Marcion would seem 
uncontestably to have used some of the dangerous ideas and scriptures 
characteristic of the “two powers” controversy, the same cannot neces¬ 
sarily be said of Marcion himself. 

Pure Marcionite dualism then was a special, unique and shortlived 
development in the history of dualism and should involve identifiably 
different uses of scripture. Because his superior god is a stranger whose 
existence was previously unknown and unexpected, Marcion had to 
reject the Old Testament as irrelevant to the process of salvation, yet 
not as historically inaccurate. There could be no prophecies of the 
advent of the true Christ in the Old Testament, since the Christ was 


12 "'Quod et nunc multi et maxime haeretici,” Adv. Marc. 1:2. 

18 See Harnack, Marcion , pp. 188-92. Apelles’ god has a single power as described 
in Lpiph., Haer., AA, 1. His principal angel, like the lo%os of Philo, is called deuteros 
theos in Hipp.. Ref., X, 20. 
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absolutely unknown until he appeared. 14 In fact, Marcion felt that the 
Jewish messiah, as a representative of the just god, was prophesied 
and would appear as a kind of anti-Christ. Furthermore, Marcion 
disallowed the kind of allegorical interpretation which was so popular 
in Philo and the church fathers. 15 Therefore all Old Testament pro¬ 
phecies were either fulfilled in their time or refer to the Jewish messiah 
who was to be a national (albeit also a supernatural) deliverer. Thus, 
one can immediately observe that Marcion’s understanding of Dan. 
7:9 f. and the theophany passages in Gen. Ex. or Ez. would not have 
anything to do with the god of salvation. He might even have agreed 
with the messianic interpretation of Dan. 7 given by Akiba, but he 
certainly would not have used the passage to discuss anything beyond 
the national deliverance of Israel. These aspects of Marcion’s thought 
help us understand the ferocity of the church fathers’ opposition to 
him. They did not mind his deprecation of the Israel of the flesh. 
Rather his canon of New Testament writings was dangerous and the 
church required the Old Testament authority in order to foretell the 
coming of the Christian messiah. 

Because Marcion’s writings have not come down to us directly, it is 
difficult to draw firm conclusions about the scriptural passages which 
were most important to him. However, from the reports about the 
Antitheses which Harnack collected, some of Marcion’s techniques of 
exegesis and certain of his favorite scriptures can be inferred. According 
to the church fathers he found those scriptures important which speak 
of the Old Testament god as the author of evil. This would include 
Isaiah 45:7 (which Tertullian placed at the center of his thought), 
but also Jeremiah 18:11 and the several other passages which discuss 
the power of God to do evil. 16 Still, Marcion does not want to describe 
the Old Testament god as purely evil. Rather, he wants to show that 
his justice is inferior to the goodness of the New Testament god. 
Therefore, he emphasizes those aspects of Old Testament narrative 
which imply divine ignorance or inferiority. The god of the Old Testa¬ 
ment has to ask Adam where he is. He has to ask Adam and Eve 
what they have done (Gen. 3:9). He has to ask Cain where his 


14 Harnack, Marcion , pp. 188-92. In his strict adherence to the principle that the 
Old Testament prophecies refer to events congruent with their context, Marcion had 
a rather modern perspective on the Old Testament. 

15 Ter. Adv. Marc., V, 18; see Harnack, Marcion , p. 260*. 

10 Harnack, p. 260. Ter. Adv. Marc., II, 13 f., 2 4 and frequently. 
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brother Abel is (Gen. 4:9). 17 He must descend in order to see what 
the outcry of Sodom and Gomorrah signifies (Gen. 18:21). 18 Marcion 
further points out that the Old Testament god does and says many 
contradictory things, showing that he is inconstant. For instance, he 
repents. 19 Now these passages turn out to be generally similar to the 
scriptural passages used by the critics of the Torah against whom both 
the rabbis and Philo polemiciaed. But they are not used by Marcion to 
develop “two powers” arguments. 

In fact, Marcion seems to agree with the rabbis that one god speaks 
through the whole of the Jewish canon. The rabbis would say that 
God is both merciful or just. Marcion would say that he is by nature 
just but this would include being cruel on occasion. 20 However much 
the rabbis disagreed with his opinion of the Old Testament and the 
character of the divinity described therein, they would not have used 
“two powers” arguments to defeat him. Marcion himself, in the 
context of his own thought, finds principal support from the sayings 
of Jesus in Lk 16:13, (Mt. 6:24) and Lk 6:43 (Mt. 7:18) which warn 
against serving two masters or against a divided household. 21 

Accordingly, rabbinic and Marcionite beliefs appear similar enough 
to Tertullian that he sometimes groups them both together: 

It is now possible for the heretic to learn, and the Jew as well, what 
he ought to know already, the reason for the Jew’s errors: ... 22 

Also: 

Let the heretic now give up borrowing poison from the Jew—the 
asp as they say, from the viper: let him from now on belch forth the 
slime of his own particular devices, as he maintains that Christ was 
a phantasm: except that this opinion too will have had other inven¬ 
tors, those so-to-speak premature and abortive Marcionites whom the 
apostle John pronounced antichrists, who denied that Christ was 
come in the flesh but not with the intention of setting up the law of 
a second god \alterius deus\ —else for this too they would have been 
censured (by the apostle)—but because they had assumed it incredible 
that God (should take to him human) flesh. 23 

J7 Harnack, p. 269*. This resembles the gnostic arguments reported by Irenaeus. 
See p. 227 f. It is opposed by the rabbis, see p. 57. 

18 See Harnack, p. 269*. This may explain some of the language of the Targumim, 
p. 84 {., p. 373 f. 

19 Harnack, p. 268 f. See, e.g., Gen. 6:6. 

20 Harnack, p. 271*. 

21 Harnack, p. 260*. 

22 Adv. Marc., Ill, 7, Evans, I, 187. 

23 Ter., Adv. Marc., Ill, 8; (Evans, I, p. 191). 
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This section of Tertullian’s work is known to have circulated in¬ 
dependently under the title of adversus ludaeos\ 24 Evidently the Ter¬ 
tullian’s interpretation of the Old Testament prophecies in a Christian 
sense attempts to be no less valid against Jews, who deny the incarnation 
and the truth of the New Testament, than against Marcionites who 
deny the Christian value of the Old Testament by asserting that there 
are two gods. The syntax is quite ambiguous, but Tertullian here seems 
to me ironically not to understand "a second God” as a term of derision 
against Marcionites. However, Tertullian asserts as counter-arguments 
to Marcion (and Jews) the very Old Testament passages which the 
rabbis found dangerous as grounds for “two powers” interpretations. 
It is clear, then, that the accusation has became conventional, having 
different meanings in different contexts. 

Tertullian compares the Old Testament references to the “son of 
man” with the New Testament “son of man” sayings of Jesus to show 
that the Old Testament did, indeed, foretell the coming of Christ. 2r > 
In one place he uses Ps. 110:1 to proclaim the "son of man” as 
identical with Jesus who has been raised in power to be seated next 
to God. 28 Furthermore, to prove that Christ is present in the Old 
Testament he has to retreat from the antinomianism of some of his 
predecessors. 27 He maintains that the good God was present at the 
giving of the Ten Commandments, by asserting that the Christ, even 
there, was God’s intermediary. As proof of this, he quotes Ex. 23:20, 
one of the passages which gave the rabbis such trouble: “I send my 
angel before thy face, to guard thee in the way and to bring thee into 
the land which I have prepared for thee: give heed to him and hear 
him, disobey him not.” 28 


The warding of Tertullian’s work so closely parallels the anonymous adversus 
ludcteos that it is possible to correct the defective reading of either one from the other. 
Several theories have been propounced about the relationship between them. Professor 
Gilles Quispel, De bronnen van Tertullianus 1 adversus Marcionem (1943) suggests 
that the author of the adversus ludaeos is the Christian apostate whom Tertullian 
condemns for having pirated his work in Adv. Marc . I, 1 . H. TraenkJe, in his edition 
of adversus Iudaeus (1964), says that it is Tertullian’s own work, but is earlier than 
Adv. Marc. See Evans, I, p. xix. 

25 Adv. Marc., IV, 10, 9; (Evans, II, p. 301 f.) and IV, 39, 11; (Evans, II, p. 489). 

20 Ter., Adv. Marc., IV, 41, 4f.; (Evans, II, p. 497). 

27 On this problem of the abrogation of the law and the church fathers’ retreat 
from the doctrine, see G. M. Werner, The Formation of the Christian Dogma , pp. 
71-94. 

28 Ter. Adv . Marc., Ill, 16, Evans, I, p. 219. Note dependence on Justin who used 
a similar argument against the Jews. See p. 224. 
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Similarly, Tertullian uses Ps. 22:2 to show that Jesus communicated 
with his Father in heaven while on the cross. 

Not only is Marcion’s exegesis of scripture similar to the rabbinic 
exegesis in some respects, but also Tertullian, as an opponent of 
Marcion, exhibits many of the characteristics of "two powers” heresy 
which offended the rabbis. Of course, this is to be expected, in part, 
since Tertullian is usually seen to have developed his defense against 
Marcion out of writings which came down to him from Justin, Irenaeus, 
and Theophilus, all of whom have assumed candidacy for the charge 
of "two powers” heresy. 20 It also implies that some modalists may have 
accused Christian orthodoxy of believing in a second God in order to 
group it together with Marcionism. The exegeses typical of this heresy 
in Judaism thus came to be completely revalued in Christianity. 

As his use of “alterius deus” seems to imply, Tertullian can also use 
anti-dualism arguments against Marcionism which are familiar to us 
from rabbinic writings themselves: 

To such a degree is this justice, even plentitude of divinity itself . . . 
God Father and Lord, Father in clemency, Lord in discipline ... Thou 
shall love God and Thou shall fear Him . . . The same God who 
smites also heals: He kills and also makes alive, He brings down, He 
rises up: He creates evil, but also makes peace. So that on this sugges¬ 
tion too I have to answer the heretics. "See,” they say, “He himself 
claims to be the creator of evil things when He says: 'It is I who create 
evil’ ...” 30 

It is surprising to see Tertullian marshall what look like Philonic or 
rabbinic arguments against “two powers” to defeat Marcion. The 
backbone of the passage is Dt. 32:39 which was central to the rabbinic 
exegesis against “two powers.” Nor is it the only time that Tertullian 
relies on this passage: 

Why need you explain a difference of facts as an opposition of 
authorities ? Why need you distort against the Creator those anti¬ 
theses in the evidences, which you can recognize also in His own 
thoughts and affection? 1 will smite , He says, and / will heal. 1 will 
slay. He says and also I will make alive by establishing evil things and 
making peace. 31 

In this case Tertullian might be relying on a rabbinic tradition 
directly or indirectly through other church fathers, who had used it in 

29 See, e.g., Evans, I, p. xx. 

:to Tert. Adv. Marc., II, 14; (Evans, I, p. 125). Note the similarity to the Philonic 
exegesis of the names of God. 

91 Tert., Adv. Marc., IV, 1; (Evans, II, p. 261). 
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their battles with heretics. It seems most likely, however, that Tertullian 
is trying to reinterpret Deut. 32:39 because it is a scriptural passage 
Marcion himself used. 32 In Marcion’s system, the statement of Dt. 
32:39 can only be said by the inferior god of the Old Testament. 
Tertullian is trying to prove that the Old Testament God is good as well 
as just. Notice that in doing so he promulgates a distinction between 
YHWH and God, denying only the opposition between the powers. 
Marcion used Dt. 32:39 to show the ignorance and inferiority of the 
god of the Jews. Tertullian wishes to disprove dualism but does not 
necessarily object to a binitarian interpretation. When viewed together 
with the christological conflicts outlined in the last chapter we see the 
subtlety of the argument in a Christian context. 

This is a special example of the inter-relationship between Christian 
and Jewish communities because Dt. 32 is especially important to the 
rabbinic polemic against “two powers.” It is evidenced often in tan- 
naitic writings as proof against binitarianism entirely. It seems obvious 
that the rabbis could not have brought up this passage originally to 
defeat Marcion, because Marcion would have been able to agree to all 
the rabbinic arguments against the doctrine of “two powers” within the 
Old Testament. If the rabbinic use is in any way related to the Christian 
and Marcionite use, it would have had to evolve earlier than Marcion. 
Marcion himself need never have heard the rabbinic use of Dt. 32 at 
all because he could have heard it from a source within the church. 
It may even be that the church’s usage contributed to the evolution of 
standard terminology within Judaism. The exegetical issue dates from 
the first century but the terminology was standardized in this context. 
The most important point is to note that Marcion’s statement of the 
ignorance of the Old Testament god becomes a typical refutation of the 
rabbinic understanding of Dt. 32, both for Marcion’s followers and for 
other groups of his day. The rabbis stress God’s unity by means of 
Dt. 32. Some gnostics will attribute these passages to the demiurge who 
promulgated his uniqueness only because he is ignorant. 

We are left with the conclusion that the rabbinic polemic against 
“two powers” may oppose Tertullian’s theology but could not have 
arisen to combat Marcion. In many respects Marcion’s exegesis resembles 
some of the critics of the Torah in Philo’s time. No doubt philosophical 
discussions about the nature of evil influenced him significantly. Many 
rabbinic traditions about justice and mercy may have had Marcion in 


See Harnack, p. 264* who relies on Origen for this conclusion. 
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mind. But the debate over "two powers” must be earlier than Marcion 
since Marcion’s use of scripture, when relevant at all, presumes that 
the debate has already reached a certain stage. Since Marcion himself 
lived in the first half of the second century, we have more evidence 
that the debate antedates the earliest references in rabbinic literature 
and seems appropriate to the first century. Some of Marcion’s followers, 
like Apelles, certainly become relevant to the polemic when they give 
up the radical dualism of Marcion and turn the inferior god into a 
helping angel or deus secundus. In this respect they are no different 
from a host of gnostic sects proliferating during this period. It is to 
gnosticism that we must now turn our attention. 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


GNOSTICISM 

By the end of the second century, at least two different kinds of 
heretics were opposed in rabbinic polemic. The earliest polemic was 
designed to counter apocalyptic, mystical or Christian identifications 
of a manlike figure enthroned as judge next to God, as described in 
various epiphany texts. The second to emerge involved the claim that 
the creator was ignorant of a higher god and that there was a complete 
separation of divine mercy from divine justice, even to the extent of 
making them properties of two different gods. The first tradition 
could be seen as early as Philo in Hellenistic Judaism and was con¬ 
tinuously employed by mystics, apocalyptists and Christians. It was 
opposed by the rabbis in traditions which antedate the first midrashic 
recensions of the post-Bar Kochba times. The second theme (divine 
mercy and justice) was present in Philo and the rabbis but it developed 
as a separate polemic only after “two powers” traditions had already 
started—in fact, as the rabbinic corrective to “two powers” heresy. 
It may have been asserted by the rabbis strenously in opposition to 
Marcion. Based on the synoptic apocalypse, early Christianity may well 
have felt that the function of the second figure was to judge the world, 
not be merciful to it as in Marcion’s system. So Marcion’s doctrine 
represents a clear break from Christian conceptions as well as from 
the exegetical traditions in Judaism. 

Is there any historical relationship between binitarian “two powers” 
heretics and dualistic “two powers” heretics? Were they historically 
related or merely classified together by the rabbis? It may be that 
Christians and gnostics (who are reportedly the best examples of 
binitarian and dualistic “two powers” heretics) are entirely different 
movements which were put together by the rabbis because of certain 
gross similarities. Yet, complete separation of the two communities 
should not be seen as probable because, in characterizing gnostics 
as Christian heretics, even the church fathers admitted an intimate 
relationship between the two. 

If it is true that only the second angelic figure in heaven has a 
continuous history in heterodox exegesis and that the argument about 
mercy and justice was used extensively first by the rabbis against 
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Christians, gnostics and Marcion, then we are faced with the difficulty 
of explaining how some "two powers in heaven” heretics changed the 
early concept of co-operating deities into the two antagonistic deities 
characteristic of later gnosticism. 

Is there anything in the rabbinic evidence which helps us understand 
the relationships between gnosticism and Christianity? The answer, 
I feel, is "Yes.” There are some clues about the relationship between 
them in the scriptures they use. Gnosticism is an extremely widespread 
phenomenon in the late Hellenism occurring in many different com¬ 
munities—Jewish, Christian and pagan—so no history of traditions 
in any one community can account for the whole development definiti¬ 
vely. Nor can any single argument be viewed as absolute in such a 
complex situation. Nevertheless, one significant aspect of the develop¬ 
ment of gnosticism in the Jewish and Christian communities is high¬ 
lighted by the scriptural traditions which we have been tracing, when 
seen together with the gnostic texts found in the church fathers and 
those from Nag Hammadi. The change from binitarian to dualistic 
and gnostic systems seems more closely related to polemical exaggera¬ 
tions between groups than to the earlier sectarian dualisms (like 
Qumran, for example). Several intermediate systems will have to be 
mentioned before the reason for the change from binitarianism to 
dualism in sectarian literature will become clear. 

The Poimandres is one of the earliest examples of these traditions. 
C. H. Dodd dates it just prior to the time of Valentinus (130-140 
C.E.) but remarks that its exact date cannot yet be fixed. 1 As Dodd 
shows, the work is an amalgam of the creation story based on the 
Bible and various conceptions current in stoic and Platonic thought. 
At the base of the cosmos there is only a primal God, Nous or Mind, 
who is manifested to the seer as the figure Poimandres. Creation 
is carried out by the primary manifestation of the highest being, the 
logos or Word. This logos is personified as the Son of God in ways 
similar to those we have seen in Philo and the Wisdom of Solomon 
(18:15-16). 2 It is clear that, whatever else may be of interest in the 
document, it would be considered "two powers in heaven” by the 
rabbis. We can see that those powers are complementary. 

Among the Greek philosophers, just as among the theosophists 
who produced the hermetic literature, the concept of "second god” 


1 The Bible and the Greeks, p. 209. 

2 C. H. Dodd, The Bible and the Greeks, pp. 117-119. 
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appears to have achieved some limited use, partially based on Plato’s 
idea of the demiurge in the Timaeus and partially based on the 
application of the idea to the logos by Philo. Numenius of Apamaea, 
for instance, though he survives only in fragments, is known to have 
been influenced by Jewish scriptures. 3 Origen, in the Contra Celsum, 
remarks that Numenius was familiar with the scriptures of the He¬ 
brews, which he endeavered to synthesize with Greek philosophy by 
means of allegory. 4 Numenius calls the first divinity “The Good” or 
“Reason or Thought, 5 even “the Standing God.” 6 But because 
Numenius also distinguishes radically between God and matter, he 
finds it necessary to assume a “second god” who mediates the chasm 
while participating both in divinity and matter. With this cosmology, 
Numenius has appeared to many scholars as a gnostic. 7 However, 
he can hardly be a radical gnostic, for the soul, while divine in origin, 
is distributed in sentient beings through the rational agency of the 
second god. 8 Thus, Numenius’ second god is hardly the evil demiurge 
of the radical gnostics. However, when seen together with the Hermetic 
Literature and possibly even the Chaldaean Oracles, Numenius’ writing 
suggests that there was a healthy interest in Jewish thought among 
the pagan mystics and incipient neo-Platonists of the second century. 9 
Perhaps some philosophers like Numenius, as successors to Philo, 
together with gentile Christians were included among the “nations of 
the world” identified by the rabbis as believing in “two powers in 
heaven.” This philosophical usage of the term “second god” in the 
successors of Philo may be the basis of the use of the term in rabbinic 
literature and the christological controversies of the second and third 
centuries. 

Some of the documents called gnostic in the writings of the church 


3 For the history of scholarship on Numenius, see the new edition of the Fragments, 
edited by fidouard des Places (Paris: 1973). The numbering of the fragments will be 
according to des Places’ system, not according to the numbering of Leemans. 

4 Origen, Contra Celsum, IV, 52. 

5 Fr. 16-17. 

0 Fr. 15. Notice the affinities with Philo’s discussion of God, based on the LXX 
phrase, “place where God stands." In fact, since the study of K. S. Guthrie, Nume¬ 
nius of Apamea: The Father of Neo-Platonism some relationship between Philo and 
Numenius has been generally assumed. 

7 See, for example, the study of Beutler in Pauly-Wissowa, Supplement 7 (1950). 

8 Fr. 13. In this fragment Numenius uses the metaphor of a plantor of a vinyard 
for God, as is common in Philo and Jewish tradition in general. 

9 For a more detailed study of this question see Le R. P. Festugiere, La revelation 
d’Hermis Trismegiste, 4 Vols., (Paris: 1950-53), especially Vol. Ill and IV. 
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fathers seem to play an intermediary role in the development towards 
radical dualism. Hippolytus gives us several instances of gnostic writings 
which have interesting conceptions of a second power in heaven to¬ 
gether with the concomitant scriptural passages. In the Naasene Preach¬ 
ing, 10 considerable Adam speculation is combined with the idea of 
a primal creature on the one hand and the saviour on the other. The 
primal man is the bisexual Adamas. He makes everything but is not 
identical with anything he makes. Apparently he is the primal helper 
of the highest principle, the pre-existent, also known as the logos 
or as Hermes, the guide of souls. Evil comes not from him, but from 
another power who creates this material world without the knowledge 
and consent of Adamas. Though Adamas is a beneficial and good 
power, he must be distinguished from “The Son of Man” or “the Great 
Man," who is identified with Christ. Apparently a number of concepts 
of mediation—some at creation, others at redemption—are being 
jumbled together in repetitive fashion. All of the mythic material 
repetitiously and somewhat contradictorily emphasizes the three-fold 
nature of the cosmos—a wholly good and pre-existent principle; the 
mediating figure who is also the symbol of transcendent intellect; and 
the inchoate, unredeemed material of this world. The object of man¬ 
kind is to recognize the divine aspect within and, with this knowledge, 
seek to return to the purely divine realm through the mediation of the 
second figure. 

In the Ap op ho sis Me gale, Hippolytus describes a gnostic system 
ascribed to Simon Magus of Gitta. 11 The highest power of God is 
again called the logos, which is in charge of creation of heaven and 
earth. He is described as He “that stands, took His stand, and will 
stand,” (12:3) using terms for immutability reminiscent of the LXX 
and Samaritan traditions to describe the vision of the elders—namely, 
“the place where God stands,” (LXX: Ex. 24:10) which we have 
seen before in Hellenistic Judaism. 12 The document uses “place of 
the Lord” to describe a divine presence (17:7). It is obvious that the 
document, like many other gnostic works, is a theological reworking 
of the biblical creation story together with angelophany scenes. So far, 
all stories posit a principal power of God who functions as His com¬ 
plementary (not antagonistic) helper because the highest God cannot 
enter into materiality. 


10 Ref. V, 6:3-11:1. 

11 Ref. VI 9, 14-18, 7. 

12 See p. 165, 168 f. 
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The Book of Baruch , also condemned by Hippolytus, 13 contains 
many complicated legends. In it, we see many motifs which worried 
the rabbis and the church fathers alike. Paradise is the primary setting 
and remains a major theme. The angels are predicated as man’s 
creators. Finally, the highest God is called “the Good” and can possibly 
be identified as the divinity whose blessing is sought in the heretical 
benedictions “May the Good bless you” or “May your name be remem¬ 
bered for the Good.” 14 

The mediating figures in the Book of Baruch are especially inter¬ 
esting. Since the Good cannot enter the evil world, he is confined to 
his realm of light. In order to carry out his orders in the material 
world he employs two other primal powers—the consorts Elohim and 
Eden, who are lovers. They sometimes appear to have the characteristics 
of earth and heaven divinities for they create and rule the earth and 
heaven respectively with their progeny of angels. Elohim and Eden 
therefore together function as demiurge. This is a first example of 
the Hebrew God represented as the demiurge alone, while a higher 
divinity rules the entire universe. However, Elohim is not yet the 
ignorant, arrogant god of later gnosticism. In the process of creating 
the heavens, Elohim recognizes that a luminary, greater than any he 
created, can be seen at the limits of the heavens (26, 15). He alone 
enters this highest abode through a gate and is enthroned next to 
the Good (Ps. 110:1). 15 Thereupon, he contemplates destroying the 
imperfect world he has made, but he is dissuaded by the Good. Mean¬ 
while, down below, Eden at first adorns herself to attract her consort 
but, when she realizes that she is abandoned, sets out to punish the 
spirit of Elohim in men. Thus, suffering comes into the world through 
the jealous female consort of Elohim, while he, the principal demiurge, 
remains an admirable creature. Indeed, he commissions Jesus to preach 
knowledge of the Good to men. Those who follow the teaching are 
said to participate in a mystery (by drinking water, also described as 
the true baptism) in which they “enter the Good” (27,2). Perhaps 
again, the heretics who valued these stories said the benedictions about 
“the Good” which so upset the rabbis. 16 In any event, we can see a 


13 Ref. V, 26, 1-27, 5. 

H See p. 104 f. 

15 See R. A. Bullard, The Hypostasis of the Archons: The Coptic Text with Trans¬ 
lation and Commentary , with a contribution by Martin Krause. (Berlin: 1970), 134: 
27-135: 4. Also Bohlig and Labib, Die Koptisch-gnostische Schrift ohne Titel ans 
Codex 11 von Nag Hammadi im koptischen Museum zu-AltKairo (Berlin: 1962), 
152-31-1 53:16. See also Doresse, p. 167. 
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progression in the concept of the second power in heaven. Now the 
Hebrew God has become only the principal angel (or more exactly, 
both male and female characters together function as the Hebrew God) 
while there is a high god who is his master. Yet the Hebrew God 
is not yet evil; nor is he exclusively defined as YHWH. 

Some of the more recently found gnostic documents illustrate the 
next (though not inevitable) step in the development of the “two 
powers’' heresy. It is clear that the Chenoboskion library found at 
modern day Nag Hammadi contains many different documents with 
varying characteristics. Some treatises seem hardly gnostic; others hardly 
Christian. Some show significant and considerable influence by Jewish 
sectarianism and Merkabah mysticism. 

The Gospel of Truth , contains very extensive comments on the 
Name of God, The Real Name (kyrion onoma ) which is not to be 
expressed. 17 I quote in full from the translation of G. Quispel: 

And the end is the Taking-of-Gnosis about Him who is concealed. 
And this is the Father. He from whom proceeded the Beginning and 
to whom all who have proceeded from Him and who have been 
manifested for the Glory and for the Joy of His Name will return. 
And the Name of the Father is the Son. He it is who at first gave the 
Name to him who proceeded from Him and who was Himself. And 
He has begotten him as Son, He has given him His Name which He 
possessed, He—the Father—to whom belong all things existing near 
Him. He has the Name, He has the Son, (and) it is possible for 
them (i.e., the Aeons) to see Him. But on the other hand the Name 
is invisible, for this alone is the mystery of the Invisible, who has 
reached to the very ears which are all filled with it by Him. For, in 
fact, they do not name the Father's Name. But He reveals Himself 
by a Son. Great, therefore, is the Name. Who then is there who could 
pronounce a Name for Him, the great Name, except He alone, to 
whom this Name belongs? And the Sons of the Name are those in 
whom the Name of the Father rests. And they for their part rest in 
His Name. Since the Father is beyond being, only he whom He has 
begotten was (for Him) a Name before. He had set in order the 
Aeons, in order that the Name of the Father might be on their head 
as the Real Name (tr. of kyrion onoma). Such is the Authentic Name, 

See p. 104 f., 215 f. 

17 See G. Scholem “Ober eine Formel in den koptisch-gnostischen Schriften,” 
ZNTW y III (1931), 176. Based on this evidence Gilles Quispel suspects the presence 
of a related doctrine of heavenly journey by which the adept's cosmic twin, the self, 
journeys to behold the angel of the name who is equivalent to “the Face of God" 
because he is the visible manifestation of God. (See “The Birth of the Child," Gnostic 
Studies , I, 223). If so, there would be a continuity in thought between early heretical 
mysticism, Jewish Christianity, gnosticism and Manichaeanism. 
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steadfast in its authority and by its perfect power; for this Name does 
not belong to the words ( Lexeis ) nor is it from the designations 
(that) His Name (comes), for it is invisible. He has given a Name 
to Him alone, while He it is who alone understands (lit. sees) it, while 
he alone is he to whom it is possible to give a Name. In truth, He, 
who is beyond being, has no Name. For what Name will one give 
to Him who is not? On the other hand, he who has become in his 
being, he is also with his Name and he alone knows it and to give 
him a Name there was the Father alone. The Son is his Name; He 
has therefore not concealed it by this action; but as soon as the Son 
had come into being, He gave a Name to him alone. That is why 
(lit. “therefore”) the Name (of the Son) was that of the Father, in 
the same way that the Name of the Father was (that of the) Son. 
This mercy, where shall it find a Name, if it be not that of the 
Father? But certainly someone will say to his neighbour: “Who is it 
that will give a Name to Him before whom there was none, as in the 
case of the name which children receive from those who give them 
birth?’ First of all, then, it is fitting for us to consider the mystery: 
What is the Name? For this (i.e. this Name) is the Authentic Name. 
This, then, has become the Name in the true sense of the word. So 
he did not receive the Name as a loan, like the others, after the 
manner of each, by which he returns (prob. trans. of onoma tes 
apokatastaseds). But this is the Real Name (kyrion onoma). There is 
none other to whom He has given it; but He was Unnameable, He 
was Ineffable until the moment when He, He alone who is perfect, 
uttered it, and He it is who has the power to say his Name and to 
understand (lit. “see”) it. When He then (wished), still existing in 
Himself, that His beloved (?) Name should become His Son and 
(when) He had given him the Name, (then) He who proceeded 
from the Depth spoke of the hidden things of Him, knowing that 
the Father is a Being without evil. Therefore He also sent this one 
that he might speak about the Topos and His (place of) Rest, from 
whence he proceeded, in order that he might glorify in the Pleroma 
the Greatness of his Name and the Sweetness of the Father, is 

In the midst of this work we suddenly find traditions that associate 
the name of God with “place” and make the divine name both a mani¬ 
festation of God and an independent hypostasis which mediates reve¬ 
lation. All of this strongly suggests that various gnostic ideas ultimately 
go back to Jewish heterodox traditions where they may or may not have 
been heretical in nature. The opposing configuration of deities insures 
that at least two (perhaps many) independent deities were present. 
Therefore it seems clear that the rabbis would have considered it 
heretical. When the powers were complementary—as they seem to be 


18 Gnostic Studies , 23-24. 
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in the apocalyptic literature of the first century, in some of the gnostic 
and much of the Christian literature—the independence of the second 
power is a moot question. It is often possible that the later traditions 
in heretical literature are survivals of heterodox but not necessarily 
heretical exegesis, brought into a new context. 

In the untitled document from Codex II, often called the Origin of 
the World, and in The Hypostasis of The Archons there are long 
descriptions of the heavenly throne which depend to a great degree on 
the traditions we have been discussing from Ex. and from the begining 
of Ezekiel. In both documents, as in those described by the church 
fathers, proto-Merkabah traditions abound. We see that the chariot 
is used as a throne surrounded by a glorious palace inhabited by a 
plethora of angels. The major cherubim have four faces—that of a 
lion, a bull, an eagle, and a man, as adduced from Ezekiel 1, the most 
important Merkabah text. Similar chariots are also employed by the 
seventy-two gods who give man the seventy-two languages of the world. 

Sabaoth, in The Untitled Work, has many of the characteristics 
of the second figure in heaven. His name is evidently derived from 
the Hebrew YHWH SB’WT, Lord of Hosts or Powers. In UW 
152:10 he is said to be “over all the forces ( dynameis) of Chaos.’’ 
He also shares some of the characteristics given to Jesus in various 
traditions. Like Christ in the Sophia fesu Christi, he is said to have 
created the angels. 19 Yet the parallel between the documents is not 
complete, since Jesus is himself one of the created angels, seated at 
the right of Sabaoth in the Untitled Work (UW 153:25-29), whereas 
in the Hypostasis of the Archons, it is Zoe who sits on the right of 
Sabaoth. Apparently, only the figure of the primary angel is consistent 
in the documents, not his name or identity. 

In UW, Saboath is the son of Yaldabaoth, the demiurge. As in 
Valentinian thought, Sabaoth is to function as a savior. He has learned 
that what his father told him—namely, that his father is lord of all— 
is untrue. Upon realizing this, he is taken to the seventh heaven and 
enthroned. Some of the “two powers” traditions have been applied 
to the gnostic savior and the reason is clear. Sabaoth functions as the 
role model for the ideal believer, who is to move beyond Judaism 
(and Christianity) to true gnostic belief. 

Other parts of these esoteric Jewish traditions have been applied 
to the demiurge. This development points out a transformation charact- 

10 See H. A. Bullard, p. 110; (also SJC 99:18-100:3). Also now a new edition by 
Bentley Leyton, “The Hypostasis of the Archons," HTR, 67 (1974) p. 351 f. 
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eristic of gnostic interpretation of these traditions. Throughout the 
document we are informed that Yaldabaoth, the demiurge, had exclaim¬ 
ed at his creation: “There is no other god but me”—paraphrasing the 
same verses in Ex., Dt. and Is., which the rabbis had used to defend 
their God. In the gnostic text, the claim of the demiurge is patently 
false, because he is ignorant of the higher, good deity above him. 

The pattern is far from unique. It occurs many times in the Nag 
Hammadi corpus. In every case, the ignorant demiurge (often Yalda¬ 
baoth) boasts that he is the only god, quoting or paraphrasing Dt. 
32:29, Is. 44:6, or 46:4. In every case the boast is ironic because the 
reader knows that there is a god higher than he. 20 Therefore, gnostic 
interpretation also took over the claims of uniqueness of Israel’s God, 
but applied them to a demiurge. Apparently gnostic exegesis split the 
tradition we find opposed by the rabbis into two parts. The traditions 
about a second figure were transmuted into the gnostic savior, while 
the scripture characteristic of the rabbinic polemic against “two powers” 
was associated with the evil demiurge who is still the god of Israel, 
but not the high god. 

It is conceivable that “negative value” Judaism developed indepen¬ 
dently, and not in response to orthodox disapproval. Deuteronomy and 
Isaiah had been available for many centuries. But several consideration 
make it more probable that the specifically gnostic arguments date from 
a period considerably later, when the rabbinic polemic against “two 
powers” had already been developed. First of all, even a quick reading 
of gnostic texts reveals that the scriptural focus of the gnostic mind 
was on the first few chapters of Genesis rather than on Deuteronomy, 
Exodus or II Isaiah. The rabbis were the first sure witnesses to the use 


20 See H. Jonas, History of Religion, p. 267 who locates the following texts: #27 
(p. 149), #39 (134:27-135:4; 143; 407), #4 (UW: 148:27-33; 151- 3-28 155: 
17 - 37 ), #2 (Sacred book of the Invisible Great Spirit or Gospel of the Egyptians), 
p. 178; #4 (Sophia of Jesus, SJC in BG 125:10-126:5); #1, 6, 36 in Apoc. of John. 
(BG 44:8-16 cf., 45:llf, 45:20-46:9). According to the more recent numbering of the 
Nag Hammadi corpus the vain claim of the demiurge can be found in clear form also 
in “The Hypostasis of the Archons,” (II, 1) 86:28-87:3; 94:20-28; 94:34-95:7 in 
“The Origin of the World” (II, 2) 103:6-20; “The Apocryphon of John” (II, 3) 
11:18-21; 13:5-13 (with parallels to BG 44:9-17); “The Gospel of the Egyptians” 
(II, 4) 58:23-59:4 and often elsewhere. My thanks to Anne Maguire and N. A. Dahl 
for providing further references for the Nag Hammadi section of the 1976 SBL 
meeting. See also H. M. Schenke, Der Gott “Mensch" in der Gnosis , p. 87f. 
Also see Gilles Quispel, “The Origins of the Gnostic Demiurge” Kyriakon : Fest¬ 
schrift for Johannes Quasten, I (Leiden: 1970) 271-276, and H. A. Wolfson “The 
Pre-existent Angel of the Magharians and Al-Nahawandi,” JQR, XI (I960), for 
exceedingly cogent discussions of gnostic roots in Jewish sectarianism. 
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of Deuteronomy passages together with the principal angel passages. 
Since they brought them in for polemical purposes, there is little possi¬ 
bility that gnostics could have brought in the same traditions for any 
purposes other than polemical ones. It makes good sense to see these 
distorted claims about the ignorance of Israel’s God as a polemical 
answer to the rabbinic polemic against “two powers” which relied 
heavily on Dt. 32 and on Is. 44-47. 

Final conclusions will have to await the publication of the remainder 
of the Nag Hammadi library, But some striking ramifications of the 
evidence in the library already seem to be clear. The Jewish sectarian 
milieu for gnostic origins, postulated by Quispel, Wolfson and others 
seems confirmed. 21 For instance, two documents from the library, 
which give primary importance to Shem or Seth as revealers, clarify 
an essentially Jewish sectarian setting for many of the gnostic documents 
by showing Christian influence to be secondary. In the Apocalypse of 
Adam , 22 Seth functions as the prophet to whom gnosis is given after 
creation, paralleled by Shem after the flood. Adam is quite important 
in this treatise. He helps in creation and is higher in rank than the god 
who created him and Eve. The demiurge attempts to stamp out gnosis 
by causing a deep sleep of forgetfulness to come over Adam but gnosis 
later triumphs. Adam is emphasized throughout the text, but he is not 
the redeemer, only an angelic carrier of the gnosis. Several other figures, 
including an “illuminator,” function as redeemer. Persian themes are 
present in the birth of the illuminator, like Mithras, from a rock. Yet 
there is no single myth of a redeemed redeemer or anthropos, because 
Adam and the redeemer remain separate figures. If any Christian 
material relating the redeemer to Adam is present at all, it is well 
disguised. We are therefore justified in describing this document as a 
non-Christian, heterodox, Jewish-gnostic document, though there is no 
reason to assume it is pre-Christian in origin. 

The same evidence seems to be emerging in reports about The Para¬ 
phrase of Shem. 23 In this case as well, we have evidence for a primarily 
Jewish sectarian document in the Nag Hammadi library. Almost no 
Christian influence can be seen. On the other hand, the dependence 
on the Hebrew Bible is obvious. Not only are Sodom and the Sodomites 
mentioned in a favorable sense, but the flood, and the tower of Babel 


21 See above p. 252 n. 20 and p. 19. 

22 See Foerster, Gnosis , II, p. 13-23. 

2:1 See Frederik Wisse, "The Redeemer Figure in the Paraphase of Shem,” NT, 12 
(1970), 130-140. 
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also play a role. All of these contain primary places where the doctrine 
of “two powers” could be derived. In this case, the major character is 
called Derdekeas and functions primarily as a redeemer. He is also 
supposed to be the creator of heaven and earth, rather like Poimandres, 
except that the atmosphere is now anti-Jewish. 24 

Instead of evidence of de-Christianization, we have some evidence 
that the tractate was Christianized. Hippolytus seems to use a form 
of the Paraphrase of Shem as his main source for the doctrine of the 
Sethians. 25 He calls it the Paraphrase of Seth, but the document is 
essentially the same. In Hippolytus’ version, however, several Christ- 
ological interpretations have been added. 26 Epiphanius knew of an 
early gnostic sect, the Archontici (many powers?) who, like the be¬ 
lievers of this document, considered water anathema in baptism. 27 
A preliminary study seems to be showing that this document is an 
example of non-Christian, Jewish sectarian gnostic work which was 
later Christianized. Like the Poimandres it makes use of material from 
the Hebrew Bible but in this case it is radically transformed into a 
“negative value” Judaism for polemical purposes. 

It is now possible to speak of the later history of the polemic. Just 
as the rabbis were passionately trying to preserve their faith, so too 
some “two powers” sectarians were passionately trying to preserve 
theirs. They refuted the forceful rabbinic charge against dualism, 
based on Dt. 32, by revaluing the biblical creation to make their god 
or hero come out on top. We have already seen examples of this 
creative exegesis. Cainite and Marcionite circles accepted the appro- 


24 Fred Wisse seems to find that the notion of a pre-Christian savior myth is con¬ 
firmed in this material, even though the document is not pre-Christian. It seems to 
me more warranted to say that many of the aspects of what is called “the gnostic 
salvation myth” are present, but the late date makes it impossible to decide when or 
how all the themes—helper in creation, Adam, angelic mediation and redemption— 
came together. 

25 Hippol. Ph/losophoutnena > V, 19-22. 

20 See V, 19, 20. Since Sethians identified Seth with Christ, this identification of 
Shem with Christ indicates a peculiar relationship of Shem and Seth. We must also 
remember that Shem and Melchizedek are firmly connected with Samaritanism by 
Pseudo-Eupolemos. Shem and Melchizedek are also equated by the rabbis. In the 
Sethian documents of the Nag Hammadi corpus, the vain claim of the demiurge 
appears often. In The Second Logos of the Great Seth (VII, 2), for instance, the 
Cosmocrator says to the angels “I am God” but was scorned. The savior in this case 
has the Hebrew theophoric name “Adonaios” and gnostics ridicule orthodox Christians 
for believing in “two lords, even a multitude.” 

27 These Archontici lived in Palestine and were closely related to the Sethians. 
For further reports about this sect in the church fathers, see Wisse, p. 139. 
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bation “first born of Satan.” In doing so, they revalued the dishonorable 
epithet into a positive term. Similarly, gnostic distortion of the original 
“two powers” tradition—the bifurcation of the second figure into a 
gnostic savior and evil demiurge—can be seen as a response to the 
aggravated atmosphere created by rabbinic polemic on the one side 
and incipient orthodox Christian polemic on the other. 28 The heretics 
must have reasoned that Israel’s God and Christian orthodoxy’s God 
who claimed to be unique as recorded in monotheistic statements of 
Exodus, Deuteronomy and Isaiah, was only an ignorant god. He did 
not know about the gnostic god, who was going to save only those 
who recognized him—that is, only the “two powers” heretics who were 
“gnostics.” The church offered a possible haven from the battle because 
some varieties of Christianity maintained christologies which were very 
close to the gnostic idea of the redeemer, and Christianity shared the 
experience of expulsion from the synagogue for violating the doctrine 
of monotheism. But both church and synagogue reacted antagonistically 
to the gnostics. Thus we actually have a three-cornered battle. Extreme 
anti-Jewish gnosticism can be seen to arise in circumstances where 
groups holding “two powers” traditions run headlong into the polemics 
against “two powers” and “many powers” which developed in the 
rabbinic academies, but which were used by church fathers as well. 
In a real sense then, both orthodoxy and heresy were trying to mani¬ 
pulate scripture in order to demonstrate the veracity of their own 
beliefs and the authority of their own clergy. The rabbis attempted 
to use highly rationalized methods of exegesis to show that the stories 
of the heretics were completely faulty. Their method, midrash, was 
derived from the discussions of the academies and the sermons of the 
synagogues. The extreme gnostics countered by developing a massively 
polemical mythology. 29 The church fathers used both methods against 
both sides. 


2S This idea is an extension of the kind of development of traditions portrayed by 
N. A. Dahl, Erstgeboretie Satans, see p. 137 f. and p. 234 f. We have jointly developed 
these themes further, together with a response from Birger Pearson in a forthcoming 
volume of proceedings from the SBL seminar on Nag Hammadi studies. 

29 The whole issue of polemical mythology deserves more serious study, both 
phenomenologically within history of religions circles and exegetically among scholars 
of this particular period. In this case, for instance, Dt. 32:39 occurs as the boast of 
the demiurge in such a variety of gnostic systems that one cannot escape the conclusion 
that the claim itself antedates any mythological setting. Probably many artificial myths 
were created in order to explain how the claim of the demiurge (that he was the 
only God) was to be treated. For an analogy see A. Kragerud, Die Hymnen der Pistis 
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The transformation of values seen in Nag Hammadi is not limited 
to the third century, when gnosticism was already full grown. The 
story of the arrogance of the demiurge was known to the early church 
fathers. It is reported in Irenaeus, 30 Hippolytus, 34 and Epiphanius 32 
—indicating that the process of transvaluing Judaism to create an evil 
demiurge in contrast to the saving grace of the gnostic redeemer was 
already underway by the middle of the second century. Such arguments, 
in turn, might call forth the kind of defense seen in the latest level 
of rabbinic polemic. For instance in passage 2, R. Nathan’s argument, 
may be understood to oppose the idea that the god who created the 
world claimed his uniqueness in secret. 33 

Furthermore, not all groups wanted to use the solution of the radical 
gnostics. Many (probably those who continued to attract Jews) remained 
in an intermediate position where the text of the Old Testament was 
not so thoroughly revalued. We can see more evidence for them in the 
latest body of writing significant to the “two powers” controversy, the 
Pseudo-Clementine literature. Though the literature comes from the 
fourth century in its present form, earlier traditions have been recogn¬ 
ized in it. The literature tries to defeat gnostic arguments; nevertheless, 
it contains many traditions common to Jewish esoteric teachings and 
various non-orthodox Christian communities. For instance, its division 
of the cosmos into masculine and feminine syzygies could easily have 
been the doctrine opposed by Theophilus 34 In form, it is a collection 
of narratives and homilies attributed to the apostle Peter and transcribed 
by Clement, all polemicizing against the gnostic Simon. Yet the Christ¬ 
ianity offered as a corrective to gnosticism is not equivalent to what has 


Sophia (Oslo: 1967) especially 159-220. In that case, the myths about Sophia were 
created to provide a setting for the Psalms and Odes of Solomon texts which the sect 
wanted to clarify and interpret. Elaine Pagels reports in “The Demiurge and his 
Archons—Gnostic Views on the Bishop and Presbyters?” HTR, (1976), p. 1, that 
a similar battle can be seen between Christian and gnostic bishops. She suggests that 
the real issue was over the authority and polity of the bishops, but was translated 
into a mythological battle over whose god was higher! This is a very persuasive 
argument about the social context of gnostic polemics. We should not assume that the 
battles were merely exegetical. For instance, the social dimension of Johannine dualism 
may be discoverable in the polemic against their Jewish neighbors, who oppose their 
faith and have excluded them from the synagogue. See my article on the “Lord of the 
World-Angel or Devil?: Towards a Sociology of Gnosticism,” and also p. 189 n. 20. 

30 Iren. Adv. Haer. I, 5, 2-4 and I, 30, 1-6, 

31 Hippol. Rejut. vi, 33 and vii 25:3. 

32 Epiphan. Pan. 26:2. 

33 See p. 57 f. 

34 See p. 225 f. 
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become orthodoxy. Rather it has many “Jewish-Christian” character¬ 
istics. For instance, the statements of Christ's divinity in the New 
Testament are reinterpreted to mean that all men’s souls are divine. 
After death they will all shine as stars in heaven. According to Peter, 
neither is Jesus himself a god. Instead he has been adopted as “the Son 
of God,” and is called Adam, an angelic prince or a variety of other 
terms. Such doctrines, as well as Christian orthodoxy, may have been 
countered by rabbinic statements that God has no son, but they 
probably would not be considered “two powers” heresy by the rabbis. 

Many other issues which we have been tracing were also discussed 
in this literature. Simon argues, for instance, that the plural used in 
Gen. 1:26 indicates that there were many creators, or at any rate, more 
than one. 35 Peter replies that the verse refers not to another creator 
but to God’s Wisdom , who was present with God at the creation. 
Peter typically defends his monotheistic Christianity against the charges 
of his enemies by relying on many of the scriptures used by the rabbis 
against “two powers” and also some used by the church fathers against 
gnostics. 3 6 

The heretical side of the dialogue is represented by Simon Magus. 
His doctrine also attests to the idea of place as another name for the 
logos or principal divine manifestation on earth. Simon allowed that 
two different areas have been separated in the cosmos; the second area, 
(deutera chora), being a second place, is also a second being. 3? In this 
system there are also two rulers ( hegemones ) who govern the two 
areas, 38 who are in turn related in time to this world and the next. 
The prince of this world is evil, while the prince of the world to come 
will be good. 39 So the high god, having delimited two areas or 
dominions, has also ordained two cosmic periods. 40 The total number 
of gods is then three. It is as if the Simon of this document has split 
the second god of Marcion into a creator and a legislator in a manner 
reminiscent of Philo. Therefore, the higher god has sent two gods, 
one of whom created the world, the other of whom gave the Law. 41 

35 16:11 also 38 for a similar use of Gen. 18:21 conflated with Gen. 11:7. 

30 16:6 contains the following passages. Gen. 3:1-22, Ex. 22:28, Dt. 4:34. Jer. 
10:10, Dt. 13:6, Josh. 23:7 (LXX) 24:7 (MT) Dt. 10:17, Ps. 86:8 (LXX 85) 
Ps. 50:1. Notice the presence of Jer. 10:10 which, in another way, was as important 
to R. Isaac's exegesis against the heretics. See p. 135 f. 

37 H 17:8 Souiville, p. 323. 

38 20:3. 

3*> Oo the Prince of the World, see p. 51, 67, 189, 214, 256. 

49 H 20:2, see also 15:6, 7. 

41 H 3:2. 
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Here is an occurrence of the two exegetical traditions—the second 
figure and the mercy and justice traditions—coming together in heresy, 
rather than in anti-heretical polemic. Apparently in the position attri¬ 
buted to Simon, traditions about the justice and mercy of God are 
combined with the notion of the high god and his helper. He is 
operating with the same issues which surround the rabbinic defense of 
“two powers” speculation. Unlike Marcion, Simon uses Old Testament 
references to prove his case. Therefore heretics like the Simon of this 
document may certainly among those that the rabbis condemned. 

But they are also distressing to Peter! He attempts to counter them 
with the same scriptural passages which the rabbis would have used. 
One of his comments about Simon is a quite important: 

Whilst I betake myself to the heathen who say there are many gods, 
to preach and proclaim the one and only God who made heaven and 
earth and all that is therein, that they may love and be saved, wicked¬ 
ness has anticipated me according to the laws of the sy 2 ygies and has 
sent Simon ahead in order that those men who, rejecting the gods 
assumed to exist on the earth, speak no more of their great numbers, 
may believe that there are many gods in heaven. Thus, would men 
be brought to dishonor the monarchy of God and to meet severe 
punishment and eternal perdition. 42 

The writer of this document may have been familiar with the term 
“many powers in heaven.” He used rabbinic defenses against “two 
powers” arguments and the designation “many powers” so the “many 
powers” must certainly be seen as a species of “two powers” and not a 
wholly different heresy. He compared “many powers in heaven” with 
“many powers on earth,” synonymous with paganism. The rabbis never 
use the term to contrast with paganism, and instead contrast “no power 
in heaven” with “two powers in heaven” and “many powers in heaven.” 
Nevertheless the terms may not be unrelated. Though the method of 
definition differs, the basic identification by both Jews and Jewish 
Christians of sectarian groups (rather than gentile nonbelievers) is 
good evidence that both the rabbis and the Jewish Christians are 
dealing with similar opponents and the same traditions. In a work 
that relies so heavily both on rabbinic and Christian traditions, the ironic 
complaint of Peter cannot be purely coincidental. It seems as if “many 
powers in heaven” is meant to refer to the Simonian gnosticism with 
its complex system of archons and creators. 


42 H. 3 (59:2) Hennecke-Schneemelcher, p. 552. 
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These traditions are fully in agreement with the traditions about 
“many powers in heaven” which we found in the rabbinic legends. They 
probably dated from the same time and confirm our suspicions that 
the basic category of heresy involved “two powers” ideas expanded by 
an elaborate angelic cosmology. 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


CONCLUSIONS 

Having surveyed several varieties of extra-rabbinic literature in the 
Hellenistic period to find texts relevant to the “two powers” contro¬ 
versy, it is now time to return to the original questions of the inquiry: 
Which extra-rabbinic groups are most likely to have been the targets 
of the rabbinic polemic? How early is the “two powers” controversy? 
The extra-rabbinic evidence has provided much information helpful 
for answering both of these questions. All the data and many of the 
conclusions have already been mentioned. But the various findings of 
the study need to be summarized so that avenues for future research 
can be defined. 

In the rabbinic evidence, dating was an especially difficult problem, 
because the traditions crystallized over a long period of time, forming 
texts with complicated lattices and strata. Even when we could date a 
document with relative certainty, we could not be sure that the earliest 
form of that tradition was present in it. In such cases previous scholars 
have felt relatively free to assume a long and sometimes fanciful 
pre-history. With more careful attention to the text we were forced to 
conclude that the rabbinic polemic against “two powers,” like most 
rabbinic traditions, can not be dated earlier than the time of Ishmael 
and Akiba. While even such an early dating has problems in rabbinic 
texts, there were many hints of greater antiquity. 

In the rabbinic evidence, we discovered that the earliest issue con¬ 
cerned the identity and status of a human figure in heaven. The issue 
might have originally been the anthropomorphic language used of 
God or the meaning of the two Hebrew words for deity, YHWH and 
Elohim. It was difficult to tell which problem was the most basic, 
since both were based on the same exegetical context and were dis¬ 
cussed together. In the late tannaitic period, but not before, we found 
a certain amount of evidence for an opposing, configuration of deities 
in the heretical theology. (R. Nathan). 

Once the extra-rabbinic evidence was consulted it became obvious 
that the rabbis’ second century opponents had first century forebears. 
In apocalyptic literature as well as in the Philonic corpus it was often 
difficult to say whether the borderline between sectarian strife and 
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heresy was actually crossed. No doubt the line was drawn subjectively, 
depending on the perspective of the observer. 

It is now possible to construct a coherent, synchronized history of the 
tradition. The early biblical theophanies which picture God as a man 
or confuse YHWH with an angel are the basis of the tradition. The 
book of Daniel, usually dated to Maccabean times, is the earliest 
witness in the Bible to the existence of apocalyptic traditions of a 
heavenly figure, though it is possible that some Enoch traditions are 
older. Yet neither Daniel nor the early Enoch material give the figure 
a title. Most attributes of the “son of man” or “manlike” figure are 
undefined. Instead the tradition grew through differing exegeses of 
a variety of theophany texts. The events narrated in Dan. 7:9 f. may 
be part of the Israelite Holy War and Divine Warrior traditions— 
mythological motifs which Israel shared with its neighbors. If so, 
Israelite culture, as is normal in cases of cultural contact, not only 
shared the ideas, but transformed them to fit its own scheme of things. 
The mythology recorded in early Daniel and Enoch traditions was 
monotheistic and was fitted through exegesis to the events of Maccabean 
times, stimulating the development of an eschatology suited to Macca¬ 
bean partisans. The speculation continued among a number of groups 
and was later canonized by the rabbinic community. In no way can 
every occurrence be considered heretical. 

Some traditions which became part of the “two powers” controversy 
were known by Philo, who used the term “second god” (deuteros theos ) 
to describe the logos. The Hebrew equivalent “two gods” or “second 
god” was used infrequently by the rabbis as a term of reproach. It did 
not become the preferred title for heresy within the rabbinic movement, 
possibly because of the risk of blasphemy merely in saying it. The 
usual rabbinic terminology “two powers in heaven” was standardized 
at the end of the tannaitic period, although alternatives continued to 
enjoy a certain currency in the amoraic period, apparently in polemical 
settings. “Two powers,” on the other hand, was better suited for in¬ 
forming the community of the dangers of heresy without revealing too 
much of the content. It is impossible to speculate on how the Pharisees 
would have reacted to Philo’s system. 

Within the Palestinian community, with its many sects, polemics for 
monotheism were used in a variety of ways. Paul seems to use anti- 
“two powers” polemic against Jews whom he charged with venerating 
angels while he himself could have been charged with the identical 
crime by rabbinic Jews. 
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One heretical candidate was sure. The christological statements in 
Johannine literature are clearly heretical because the fourth gospel 
represents the Jews as opposing Jesus when he equates himself with 
God. Johannine Christians, if not Jesus himself, were charged with the 
crime. “Two powers” seems to be one of the basic issues over which 
Judaism and Christianity separated. 

Therefore the evidence is that opposition to Christian exegesis 
preceded opposition to extreme gnostic exegesis. In this case, the key 
factor in separating radical gnosticism from earlier exegesis is the 
negative portrayal of the demiurge. Whenever the second figure in 
heaven is seen as negative, we are dealing with a radically gnostic 
system. Not until then can we say definitively that a gnostic heresy 
is present. In all the earliest traditions, the second figure is always 
seen as a complementary figure, suggesting that the notion of a divine 
helper who carried God’s name is the basic concept which developed 
into heresy, not a redeemed redeemer. 

Marcion’s system is not a likely candidate for the original target of 
the rabbinic attack against “two powers,” for the rabbinic attack was 
exegetical at base, while Marcion does not allow any Old Testament 
references to the savior God. Although the best candidates for the 
heresy, both on internal and external evidence, are Christians there is 
no distinctively anti-Christian polemic at first. Therefore we should 
continue to assume that the Christians were but one of a number of 
apocalyptic or mystical groups who posited a primary angelic helper 
for God. The rabbinic attack against these groups had two thrusts. 
It damned the sectarian groups for having violated Jewish monotheism, 
using Dt. 32 and Is. 44-47, and Ex. 20 while suggesting that the 
dangerous scripture used by the sectarians really concerned God’s 
aspects of justice and mercy or His shekhina. 

The rabbis did not invent the exegesis that God’s Hebrew names 
stood for mercy and justice. They used ancient traditions of God’s 
mercy and justice to defeat the heresy. These traditions were also 
attested by Philo, who understood the names of God as symbols for 
His attributes. No doubt Philo was relying on more ancient traditions 
as well. We have no conclusive evidence about the form these traditions 
took within the Palestinian, semitic-language-speaking community. The 
early Palestinian scholars may have followed the Philonic identification 
of the names of God or they may have followed the opposite identifica¬ 
tion, the normative tradition in rabbinic literature. Probably they just 
emphasized that the mixture, both mercy and justice, was present at 
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the creation and at Sinai. Such arguments became even stronger during 
the gnostic controversy. The received rabbinic identification of justice 
and mercy with Elohim and YHWH respectively is attested by the 
second century. It was a convenient weapon against Christianity, 
gnosticism and Marcionism because it emphasized that YHWH was a 
merciful God, making mercy the aspect of God which was most often 
manifested to Israel. While the argument made sense against Christ¬ 
ianity, it was a very powerful argument against gnosticism, which 
maintained that Israel’s god was ignorant and arbitrary. 

During the later stage of the heresy, which is better evidenced in 
the rabbinic texts, almost any doctrine incompatible with monotheism 
was understood by the rabbis as “two powers” speculation. Such may 
already have been the case during the second century (Passage 1) 
but it certainly is true in the Mishnah (Passage 7, Chapter 7). It also 
seems clear that several church fathers evinced “two powers” heresy 
in the second century. Justin especially, but also Theophilus, maintained 
doctrines of the logos and Christ supported by scriptural traditions 
which the rabbis opposed. The “two powers” polemic was related to 
christological controversies between many of the early fathers as well. 

By the end of the second century, arguments like R. Nathan’s (Pas¬ 
sage 2) were probably being used against dualists and gnostics, though 
it is unclear whether R. Nathan himself had gnostics in mind. He may 
have only been defending Torah against its critics. “Many powers in 
heaven” was also singled out for censure. Groups espousing this belief 
must have included any sectarians who provided an intricate mytho¬ 
logical context for their angelology by using the first chapters in 
Genesis. Many second century gnostics and most third century gnostics 
were prominent members of this heresy. By the end of the second 
century complementary and antagonistic dualists were both evidencing 
“two powers” traditions, but before that time there was no evidence for 
any opposing configuration of deities either among the heretics or 
among the rabbinic traditions. 

The rabbinic texts, which recorded only the rabbinic side of the 
argument, ordered and related the traditions thematically or by scriptural 
reference. This unintentionally obfuscated the historical progression 
of the debate. When both sides of the tradition have been presented 
and compared according to their use of scripture, the original order of 
the debate can be reconstructed. 

Once the debate is reconstructed, we are able to understand some 
of the historical issues affecting the exegesis. By the time of the con- 

18 
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solidation of rabbinic authority at Yavneh and the attempt at a new 
Jewish orthodoxy, mediation traditions were seen as a clear and present 
danger within rabbinic Judaism. No doubt the rabbis’ concern was 
linked to the political events which immediately preceded. The war 
had stimulated a terrible crisis of faith. Furthermore Christians and 
others had taken the fall of Jerusalem as proof of the end of the Jewish 
dispensation. Such ideas were heinous to the majority of the Jewish 
community. A new set of standards was necessary to insure survival. 
In asserting further control over the synagogue, the rabbis excluded 
any sectarian who compromised monotheism from participating in the 
service. This meant that Christians, among others, were excluded from 
Jewish life. The growing emphasis on strict monotheism characterizes 
the rabbinic movement and sets it off from the other sects of its time. 

The earliest reports about “two powers” in the rabbinic texts were 
associated with gentiles. This may further indicate that proto-gnostic 
interpretations of angelic mediation originated in a thoroughly Hel- 
lenized kind of Judaism or among gentiles attracted to synagogue 
services. But "two powers” heresy has a clear Jewish sectarian setting 
as well. Apparently, along with the Jewish sectarians, gentiles who 
had been drawn to the synagogue to hear the Bible proclaimed were 
attracted to biblical monotheism in a form that distinguished between 
the supreme God and a divine agent, possibly in a more extreme form 
than the system that Philo had described. All such doctrines, whether 
in apocalypticism, Christianity or philosophical speculations, were pro¬ 
bably condemned by the rabbis as early as the end of the first century 
and the beginning of the second. But the gentiles continued to hear 
the Christian message. 

The response of the excluded groups varied. Orthodox Christianity 
claimed both that the legal aspects of the Torah were void and that the 
Jews stubbornly refused to hear the message of the fulfillment of 
their own scriptures. A few Christians even relied on the teachings of 
men like Marcion and Cerdo, who argued that the god of salvation 
was unknown to the Jews. But that was atypical. Others claimed that 
the god of the official synagogue, in whose name they had been 
excluded from worship, was not the high god. By his own intransi¬ 
gence he proved he was an ignorant and vain god. For these gnostics, 
a higher god was envisioned, one who was the author of salvation. 
These arguments might be phenomenologically similar to Marcion’s, 
but they differed in their use of Jewish scripture. Unlike Marcion, 
gnostics used familiar Old Testament verses to help prove their con- 
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tention of the arrogance of the creator. Condemned by the standards 
of strict monotheism, some of these “gnostics” transformed the distinc¬ 
tion between the transcendent God and His agent manifestation on earth 
into a contrast between the high god and the vain demiurge god 
of the Jews. 

The gnostics drew mainly upon the early chapters of Genesis to 
prove their point. They inherited many ancient traditions congenial to 
their perspective. But they also created new interpretations: They 
elaborated cosmogonic myths in order to provide a setting for their 
claim that Israel’s god is ignorant. They also found ways to turn the 
insults hurled at them into compliments. However, their knowledge 
and use of other parts of scripture was more limited. The gnostic use 
of Isaiah and Deuteronomy passages seems to have arisen as a defense 
against the previous Jewish and Christian use of those scriptures 
against them. 

There is further evidence that some who cherished moderate “two 
powers” traditions did not adopt anti-Jewish arguments. Jews who 
had a closer connection to the legal traditions of the community and 
were not part of the fierce polemic were able to give the traditions a 
limited form of acceptability in Merkabah mysticism. 

Most others, having been linked together with the Christians by the 
rabbis, found refuge in the church and incorporated Christian elements 
into their systems. However, Christianity immediately found itself 
faced with the same problem that the rabbis were facing. Using the 
same traditions, Christians began to define orthodoxy and heresy along 
much more complicated lines. Tertullian claimed that Marcionites, 
who postulated a second god, were anti-christs like Jews. Monarchians 
and modalists claimed that “orthodoxy,” like the gnostics and Mar¬ 
cionites, had compromised Christianity’s monotheistic center. Therefore 
they used “two gods” as a term of approbation against “orthodox” 
Christianity, just as the rabbis did. 

Obviously this is not meant to be the authoritative reconstruction of 
events. But it seems to be a credible account of the complete evidence. 
Besides a general chronological scheme, a new hypothesis is assumed— 
namely, that the radicalization of gnosticism, was a product of the battle 
between the rabbis, the Christians and various other “two powers” 
sectarians who inhabited the outskirts of Judaism. The battle was 
recorded as a debate over the meaning of several scriptural passages, 
among which were all the angelic or theophany texts of the Old Testa¬ 
ment, followed closely by the plurals used by or about God in scripture. 
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Of course, it took many sides to make this argument. The rabbis’ 
polemical statements were justified from their perspective by sectarian 
readiness to dilute strict monotheism in order to support traditions 
which applied to their ancestors, heroes and saviors. From the other 
perspectives, the attempt to establish a "normative” Judaism was seen as 
exclusivist and caused the radicalization of the sectarian community. 
Therefore, it is possible to say that gnosticism arose in Judaism out 
of the polarization of the Jewish community over the issue of the status 
of God’s primary angel. 

One advantage of this new hypothesis for describing the gnostic 
debate is that it not only accounts for the large quantity of Jewish 
material in gnosticism and the phenomenological similarity between 
various proto-gnostic groups but it also accounts for the anti-Jewish 
bias of extreme gnosticism. Phenomenologically and historically the 
gnostic demiurge is the second deity of the earlier “two powers” 
theology. Usually he has appropriated half of the traditions about the 
second power, yielding the honorable traditions to the gnostic savior. 
The agent manifestation of God was therefore identified with the 
limited god of the Jews while the high god, unknown to Jews or 
Christians, was reserved only for the gnostics. 

This theory, of course, does not address the history of gnostic and 
anti-gnostic speculation within pagan philosophy. Many of the concepts 
employed by the heretics were also developed in neo-Platonism, for 
example. But the theory does give a good account of the history of the 
phenomenon as it existed within its Jewish context. One ramification 
of this hypothesis lies in the area of New Testament scholarship. This 
history of traditions seems to show that radical gnosticism superceded 
rather than preceded Christianity as a target for the rabbinic debate. 

Continued study is needed in almost every area to decide whether the 
hypothesis deserves further scholarly support. Of particular interest is 
the relationship of the angelic figure to early christology. Perhaps 
angelic christologies will turn out to be more important to the thought 
of the first century than the New Testament leads us to believe. Then 
too, the use of Enoch and Daniel traditions needs to be traced in detail 
in sectarian and proto-gnostic thought. Furthermore philosophical issues 
connecting divine anthropomorphism with the term “second god” need 
to be studied more closely. Hellenistic concepts of divine justice and 
mercy need to be explored in greater detail. It has often seemed 
plausible that a Hellenistic Judaism, like Philo’s but less sophisticated, 
was the background for Justin’s and Theophilus’ writing. 
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Throughout this work, the central thread uniting all the early tradi¬ 
tions has been God’s theophany at the Sea, Sinai, in the Temple, in 
the Song of Songs, Daniel, Psalms and the prophets. It is quite evident 
that these traditions, contributing to what will be known as Merkabah 
mysticism in Judaism, have been a major factor in the development 
of the Jewish-Christian-gnostic polemic. Much more work is needed 
to uncover the fascinating subject of early Jewish mystical traditions. 

The use of the term “second god” in Christian and pagan Platonism 
should also be investigated further. Perhaps philosophers like Nu- 
menius, who had some contact with Hebrew thought, will become an 
important link in understanding the relationship between the church 
fathers and the rabbis. It may turn out that the issues with which the 
rabbis were concerned were of general interest to all educated men 
at that time, while the exegetical issues were formulated by those 
intellectuals interested in combining Greek and Hebrew thought. 

Further research is certainly necessary to uncover the social dynamics 
of this hostility. The exegetical nature of our texts should not preclude 
such inquiry. In the early post-war confusion, many groups were doubt¬ 
lessly making claims for the authority to speak for the entire Jewish 
community. The conflict, as we have it recorded in “religious texts,” 
was expressed in theological rather than political or social terms. No 
doubt, some social and political forces were being expressed in the 
religious controversies. For instance, strict dualism seems to appear 
where the most ferocious social antagonisms are expressed and seems 
to function as an explanation of opposition 

This study began by admitting that the reports about “two powers 
in heaven” were obscure. It is not likely that the preceding description 
and analysis has altered anyone’s opinion about their obscurity. How¬ 
ever, it does not necessarily follow that the reports are unimportant. 
Not until the reports were collected, collated, arranged and dated could 
the full significance of the “two powers” controversy become evident. 
It seems to have been one of the primary rabbinic categories for 
describing heresy. Furthermore, hidden within the reports is the Jewish 
witness to the rise of Christianity, even though the texts date from 
centuries later. They certainly give us a good idea of the issues over which 
Christianity and Judaism separated. Continued close study of rabbinic 
evidence may reveal more of this epoch-making period of history for 
all the religious traditions of the West. 
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I n this study of the rabbinic heretics who believed in “two [lowers 
in heaven,” Alan Segal explores some relationships between rab¬ 
binic Judaism, Merkabah mysticism, and early Christianity. “Two 
powers in heaven” was a very early category of heresy. It was one of the 
basic categories by which the rabbis perceived the new phenomenon of 
Christianity and one of the central issues over which Judaism and 
Christianity separated. Segal reconstructs the development of the heresy 
through prudent dating of the stages of the rabbinic traditions. The 
basic heresy involved interpreting scripture to say that a principal angel¬ 
ic or hypostatic manifestation in heaven was equivalent to God. The ear¬ 
liest heretics believed in two complementary powers in heaven, while 
later heretics believed in two opposing powers in heaven. Segal stresses 
the importance of perceiving the relevance of rabbinic material for solv¬ 
ing traditional problems of New Testament and gnostic scholarship, 
even while maintaining the necessity of reading those literatures for dat¬ 
ing rabbinic material. 

“Scholars have long been concerned about the rabbinic 

reports of heterodox persons who believed that there 
were ‘two powers’ in heaven. In this monograph, Segal 
has subjected this issue to a fresh scrutiny. He has also sit¬ 
uated this iss ue in the wider context of religious develop¬ 
ments in Judaism, Christianity', and Gnosticism up to die 
third century C.E. . . . Segal’s study is wide-ranging and 
stimulating.” 

—Francis T. Fallon, 

Journal of the American Academy of Religion 


Alan Segal is professor of religion at Barnard College, Columbia 
University. 
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